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ABSTRACT 
WRITING TO REHEARSE ALTERNATIVE DISCOURSE: 
CHOICE AND DESIRE IN TEEN PREGNANCY 
SEPTEMBER 1992 
SARA DALMAS JONSBERG, B.A., MOUNT HOLYOKE COLLEGE 
MASTER OF LIBERAL ARTS, JOHNS HOPKINS UNIVERSITY 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Directed by: Professor Judith Solsken 
To discover possible root causes of teen pregnancy and 
understand why school is often uncomfortable for girls were 
the goals of this study, which examines questions derived 
from poststructural theory through case studies of five 
young women who became mothers during their teens. Three 
had dropped out of school before, two during, pregnancy; 
four later earned G.E.D.'s and one a high school diploma. 
Data were gathered by participant observation and interviews 
over a three-year period during which the women were 
enrolled for one or two sessions in a college-based summer 
program which emphasized development of mutual support and 
academic confidence among participants. Both the program 
and the research process, which actively involved the study 
subjects, urged critical examination of the heterosexual 
imperative which appears central in young women's lives. 
vi 
Findings of the study include: (1) Study participants 
perceive self as multiple subjectivities formed through 
response to people around them, particularly their parents. 
(2) All participants assumed that their commonly reported 
sense of isolation, felt particularly in school, had its 
only solution in finding a man to be constantly present in 
their lives; the study suggests this desire for "Mr. Right" 
is constructed by social discourses which regulate choice 
for women. (3) Alternative discourses which open broader 
options for women are accessible through learning about 
other women's lives and through group exploration of rela¬ 
tional issues. (4) Personal writing is a particularly 
effective site for trying out discourse positions which 
realign relational power dynamics in women's lives. 
The study suggests that the root cause of teen 
pregnancy is a sexist agenda designed to keep women isolated 
from each other and powerless. Implications for the 
schooling of girls and preventing teen pregnancy include 
emphasis on classroom community, redefinition of self to 
acknowledge desire for connection to others, and opportunity 
to explore relational issues in school through shared per¬ 
sonal writing and discussion in a single-sex environment. 
The study argues a view of self as process and suggests that 
writing to rehearse new subject positions may play a signi¬ 
ficant role in the evolution of that process. 
vn 
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CHAPTER 1 
PURPOSE, BACKGROUND, AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 
Purpose of the Study 
At the heart of my work has been the effort to discover 
possible root causes of the "problem of teen pregnancy,” a 
subject of continuing attention in American public policy 
debates. The fact that many of the young women who become 
mothers during their teens drop out of school before, not 
because, they become pregnant* suggests that school is 
somehow implicated in ”too-early childbearing.” The 
population base for my study was a group of young mothers, 
predominantly Puerto Rican, who were enrolled during 1989, 
1990, and 1991 in a summer program (referred to hereafter as 
The Program) which I founded on the campus of a New England 
women's college. 
Using an ethnographic approach to data collection and 
analysis from a feminist perspective, I examined case 
studies of five young women through a poststructural lens. 
Data was collected by participant observation during 
sessions of The Program and by interviews and conversations 
with the women, all of whom, now in their early twenties, 
had borne children during their teen years. The first stage 
of data analysis involved composition of narratives which 
were submitted for review to the study participants. These 
then were examined with a view to answering guiding research 
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questions about the nature of the self, the construction of 
desire in women’s lives, and the possibility of women 
gaining greater control in their lives by the development of 
’’alternative discourses” which might be practiced in writing 
and which might shift the power dynamic in the relationships 
of their lives. 
Valerie Walkerdine's writings, which examine in a 
British context the situation of girls in school and women 
in society, provided a basic framework for my analysis. 
Wendy Hollway's work on heterosexual relations, and Pam 
Gilbert's, which examines classroom reading and writing as a 
gendered discursive practice, provided essential 
perspectives in the analysis of data. Because of their 
influence in shaping the curriculum and pedagogy of The 
Program, I also refer in the literature review to the work 
of Jean Baker Miller, an American psychoanalyst, whose ideas 
about the psychology of women parallel poststructural 
analysis at a number of points, and to the theories of 
writing process and pedagogy of Peter Elbow, American 
scholar in composition. 
Background for the Study 
Teen Pregnancy as a "Problem” 
Teenage women have been getting pregnant and bearing 
children for centuries. There are no more "children having 
children"^ in America today than there were in 1920 [Allen, 
2 
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1990]. In fact, the teen pregnancy rate has actually been 
gradually falling since about 1960 [Sanders, 1989; AED, 
1989; Congress, 1990]. What is different today is that more 
unmarried women, both adolescent and adult, are deciding to 
keep their children and raise them alone. Why this is so 
and whether or not adolescent childbearing is personally and 
psychologically damaging for the women involved is a subject 
of complicated, and sometimes acrimonious, debate.4 What 
is certain is that many young mothers have not completed 
even a high school education, and that their lack of 
education in a job market requiring increasingly high levels 
of literacy and skills makes economic independence impos¬ 
sible. The public cost of supporting these women and their 
children on welfare is enormous and growing daily. It is in 
this context that teen pregnancy becomes a "problem." 
The press has fastened onto the unhappy prospects of 
these young women and created an image of despair. A Public 
Broadcasting System presentation [1988] focusing on the 
problem offered in one segment a photograph of a bright 
adolescent face: "Once there was promise," the narrator 
opined; "Every teenager's life is full of promise...[but] 
that potential becomes all but unreachable when a teenager 
has a child." The program presented a picture of that 
youngster as she is today, an old-before-her-time mother of 
two sons, struggling to make ends meet. "Poverty," said the 
narrator; "that’s one reason not to get pregnant." This 
4 
particular program suggested that there is no hope for these 
young women: "their chances in life took a nosedive the 
night they got pregnant." They are a permanent and costly 
burden to society and very much to blame for their own 
dismal failure. 
The intent of that documentary and other similar 
accounts of the problem is to focus on individual sexual 
practices in addressing prevention; in short, to "scare" 
young women away from early pregnancy.* Other studies [for 
example, AED, 1989; Congress, 1990; and Hayes, 1987] 
highlight the need to "enhance the life options" [Hayes, 
1987] of young people, boys as well as girls, who are at 
risk of becoming teen parents. Data from these sources 
suggest [see especially Sanders, 1989] that the most 
accurate predictor of early pregnancy is lack of success in 
school. The recent AAUW report [1992], citing a study 
published by the Children's Defense Fund*, reports that: 
"Girls who are doing badly in school are five times as 
likely as others to become teen parents" [p. 75]. Quanti¬ 
tative analyses yield additional relevant information: 
Statistics show that poor teens are three times 
more likely to drop out of school. Here, then, 
lies a reason for a disproportionate rate of teen 
pregnancy among African-Americans and Latinos: the 
disproportionate rate of poverty among these 
groups. It is likely, therefore, that class is 
much more a factor in teen pregnancy than race. 
[Sanders, p. 12]' 
The issues are complex, but there appears to be some 
connection between school and early parenthood which has not 
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yet been fully defined, described, or understood. There 
seems to be an array of factors in the lives of young women 
in and out of school which contribute to a sense of 
alienation and isolation and affect success in the 
educational process. Through an examination of the 
individual narratives of young women who became teen 
mothers, I have attempted to uncover some of these hidden 
issues. 
Poststructural Theory as Frame 
Poststructuralism provided a framework for my analysis 
through its focus on the operations of a complex of 
discourses within society and the ways in which these shape 
desire -- persuade us to want what we want -- and so limit 
the range of individual choice. The idea of "discourse” is 
a crucial component of poststructural theory, and should be 
immediately explained. The most concise definition of the 
concept I have found appeared in an essay by Wendy Hollway 
[1984b]: 
By discourse I mean a set of assumptions which 
cohere around a common logic and which confer 
particular meanings on the experiences and 
practices of people in a particular sphere [as for 
example in the sphere of heterosexual relations]. 
[P- 63] 
Chris Weedon [1987] amplifies this definition to suggest 
that various discourses operate as "structuring principles" 
in society through their effects in "social institutions, 
modes of thought, and individual subjectivity" [p. 41]. In 
my reading of poststructural theory, mediated in large part 
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by the multi-author volume entitled Changing the subject: 
Psychology, social regulation, and subjectivity [Henriques, 
et al., 1984], the relationship of the individual and 
society and the operations of power within that relationship 
are central questions. Poststructuralists are suspicious 
both of humanist arguments, which assume complete individual 
control over specific destinies and social change, and of 
determinist positions, including Marxism and social con¬ 
structionist views, which seem equally to remove the 
possibility of individual transformation. Instead, post¬ 
structuralists suggest that self and society are "mutually 
constitutive"; their goal is to analyze the "real and 
material effects" of language and of collective "common 
sense" definitions at those points where individual and 
social discourse practices intersect. 
At the center of the poststructural attempt to 
understand how the social and psychic are related are 
questions of agency: how is the agent, the self, to be 
understood? What is the nature of the self and by what 
processes is it shaped? How and with how much force does 
or can it operate in a social context? Poststructuralists 
argue the inaccuracy -- especially for marginalized 
populations (e.g. women, the working class, ethnic 
minorities, etc.) -- of a traditional model of self as 
basically independent of external forces, coherent, unitary, 
and autonomous, brought to maturity by a process of 
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separation and mastery of feelings [e.g., Erikson’s 
description in Identity: Youth and Crisis. 1968, cited in 
Gilligan, 1982]. Rather, the self is irrevocably 
interconnected with others, shaped and understood in a 
context of language interactions in which the distribution 
and shifting of power are constantly at issue. 
Poststructuralists prefer the word "subjectivity” to 
"self"; though they speak of multiple, even contradictory, 
subjectivities as one "takes up" various "positions" in 
discourse, it is a mistake to think they mean to do away 
with the notion of "self" altogether. Rather theirs is a 
"re-vision" [Rich, 1979] which sees self -- or subjectivity 
-- not as a static entity, fixed in childhood and 
essentially self-made, but as a process, constantly open to 
change through continuing interactions over the course of an 
individual life. "Self" is dynamic both temporally and 
spatially, and it is multiple: it has various aspects at any 
one time, and it alters over time and according to where one 
is, whom one is with, and what discourse practices are 
imposed or adopted in the context of interaction with 
individuals or society. The distribution of power within 
discursive relationships has an effect on the shaping of 
subjectivity, and the constant shifting of power provides an 
opening for altering its effects. An active awareness of 
the effects of power and one’s responses to it can lead to 
material change in one's life. Poststructuralists insist 
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that political change begins at a micropolitical level, as 
individuals confront one another in negotiations about 
meaning and power, negotiations which occur always against a 
historical background of larger social forces and 
assumptions. 
In analyzing the data of individual narratives, I have 
focused on several key components of poststructural theory: 
1) the question of how the self is understood in individual 
experience, specifically by the subjects of my study; 2) the 
operations of larger social discourses and assumptions in 
shaping desires and so in limiting individual choice; 3) the 
question of how power within relationships originates, is 
experienced, and may shift in the course of personal inter¬ 
actions; and 4) the degree to which a growing sensitivity to 
external factors affecting choice in one's life may nourish 
a potential for action (agency). In addition, by examining 
the five women's experience of events and particularly of 
the uses of writing in The Program, I consider whether 
pedagogy and curriculum may address these issues in the 
classroom. A central purpose is to see if and how young 
women may find "access to alternative discourse" through 
understanding the operations of power and desire, and so 
bring about material change in their lives, especially in 
their relationships with others. 
9 
Implications of a Feminist Position in Research 
It is important to state early on that the research 
reported here was undertaken from a feminist perspective, 
for such a stance implies certain differences from work in a 
traditional paradigm. "Feminism is a political movement for 
social change" [Harding, 1987b, p. 182], which "argues the 
centrality of gender in the shaping of our consciousness, 
skills, and institutions as well as in the distribution of 
power and privilege" [Lather, 1988, p. 571]. Feminist 
research therefore has intended to challenge the unacknow¬ 
ledged effects of sexism in the sciences and social sciences 
which result from the conviction that traditional research 
paradigms have yielded unbiased accounts of "truth." Though 
there are no specific "rules" for feminist research -- 
indeed the formulation of such is ideologically inappro¬ 
priate -- recent feminist studies have radically altered the 
research perspective, and several common themes emerge from 
a large and varied body of work in the social sciences. 
These themes are, as Harding [1997a] points out, more a 
matter of epistemology than of method or methodology: they 
have to do with how we come to know things and how we make 
judgments about the value or "truth" of knowledge. 
First, research which is explicitly feminist makes no 
claim to "objectivity" in the traditional sense. Indeed, it 
takes as given the postpositivist understanding that "ways 
of knowing are inherently culture-bound and perspectival" 
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[Lather, 1988, p. 570]. For this reason, "self-ref 1exivity" 
[Lather, 1986a, p. 270], which requires the active presence 
of the researcher in the presentation of questions and 
conclusions, is an important aspect of feminist research. 
"[T]he researcher appears to us not as an invisible, 
anonymous voice of authority, but as a real, historical 
individual with concrete, specific desires and interests” 
[Harding, 1987a, p. 9]. 
A second common element in feminist research is the 
idea of "reciprocity" [Oakley, 1981, p. 49], "a mutual 
negotiation of meaning and power" between the researcher and 
her subject [Lather, 1986a, p. 263]. Harding expresses this 
concept as "locating the researcher in the same critical 
plane as the overt subject matter" [1987a, p. 8], The point 
is that the research process often becomes more like a 
conversation between friends, a mutual learning experience. 
Both researcher and subject are in some way changed by their 
interaction, and research questions may shift as subjects 
take an active role in reflection on the data. Feminist 
research is critical of the ways in which power is cloaked 
in traditional research by the distancing and pretended 
invisibility of the researcher. In this context, it is 
suggested that earlier research in the social sciences had 
as its goal "prediction and control" in society (what 
Valerie Walkerdine refers to as "covert regulation") rather 
than a "search for pattern and meaning" [Lather, 1988, p. 
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571]. Related to this is the avoidance in feminist research 
of claims to universality; as Harding [1987a] puts it, the 
subject of feminist research is women (plural); though 
common themes often emerge in reports, the goal is to show 
the variety and specificity of women’s experiences across 
differences of race, class, and cultural history. 
Finally, a third common element in feminist research is 
the intention to bring about change, a redistribution of 
power, transformations which might "encourage a more just, 
humane society" [Millman & Kanter, 1987, p. 34]. Research 
can operate for change at both the macro and micropolitical 
levels. In a larger frame, it may be hoped that a wider 
distribution of all kinds of "subjugated knowledges" 
[Harding, 1987b, p. 188] may be a goad for sweeping 
substantive shifts in social and economic relationships 
among groups. It is more likely, however, that research 
which is intentionally "emancipatory" may bring about change 
in individual lives, specifically often one's research 
subjects. What Patti Lather calls "research as praxis" 
[1986a] may enable "people to change by encouraging 
self-ref1ection and a deeper understanding of their 
particular situations" [p. 263]. 
Some questions which may arise as a result of a change- 
oriented stance in research will be discussed in Chapter 3, 
but it seemed to me necessary to explain at the outset 
certain perhaps non-traditional aspects in my work: my 
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subjects have been actively involved to varying degrees in 
the collection and analysis of data. It is my eventual goal 
to make some version of this final report available and 
accessible to them; the informality of my language from time 
to time reflects that purpose, though it is certain that 
another revision will be required before the text achieves 
the ease of language hoped for. Like my subjects, I too was 
actively present in the collection of data: my "interviews" 
of the five case study women were always more like con¬ 
versations than a traditional research paradigm would 
approve [see Oakley, 1981]. Finally, my intention has 
always been political: I am interested in change that will 
bring into existence a "just, humane society." At a 
personal level, my research subjects (all of whom have 
borrowed Elena’s name for me of "Mama Sara") have always 
known my agenda: to help them effect change in their lives 
by gaining access to the power that educational cre- 
dentialing confers in our society, access which may be 
hindered by unreflective adherence to assumptions about 
generational and heterosexual relationships. 
Self-ref1exivity and the Emergence of Research Questions 
My examination of the situation of girls in school 
began -- as intensely engaging intellectual explorations 
often seem to do -- with questions about my own life. I was 
puzzled by the fact that, in spite of apparently (by the 
usual measures of grades and honors) high achievement in a 
13 
competitive, challenge-oriented educational environment 
-s, 
throughout school and college, I felt little sense of 
control over the course of my life. Looking back, I 
realized that I had never really made any decisions; what I 
had thought at the time were my own decisions seemed on 
reflection rather to defer to forces outside of myself, in 
the immediate relational context of my life and in the 
larger social context. It almost seemed to me that I had no 
self but only a set of reactions to others. Confusion 
about the past and a desire to shape my future on a 
different basis drove my exploration of literature attentive 
to the interaction of self and society (some of which will 
be reviewed in Chapter 2). 
In an earlier ethnographic study at a small alternative 
school for pregnant and parenting teens (referred to 
throughout the study as The Center), the question of how, or 
whether, girls make choices emerged with sharp clarity. As 
I interviewed young women at the school and attended to 
their struggles to reconnect with education, Jean Baker 
Miller’s ideas about a feminine redefinition of self began 
to make sense beyond my own life. I began to see how these 
much younger women, of socioeconomic and ethnic background 
different from my own, shared with me what I have learned, 
through Valerie Walkerdine’s work, to call an ”illusion of 
choice” [1985, p. 217, emphasis added]. How could illusion 
become reality? How could women take charge in their lives. 
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women who have known the paradoxical expectation of being 
taken care of (by a man) that yields to a lifetime of taking 
care (of him and his children)? How could theory about a 
feminist redefinition of the self translate into practice 
and what might be the implications in schooling for girls? 
These are the larger questions that guided my reading 
and informed my continuing study of teen mothers. When I 
established The Program, which was originally designed for 
the GED graduates of The Center but later included also 
students from the local high school and technical school, 
these questions in a sense shaped our curriculum. All of 
the women enrolled in The Program (with the notable 
exception of Fantasia) had found school a very uncomfortable 
place to be. They did not perceive themselves as competent 
learners and knowers though they were all committed 
theoretically to the notion that getting more education was 
the only way to "get off welfare for good." Our (and when I 
speak in the collective I refer to other college staff who 
collaborated in shaping and running The Program) central 
purpose was to help students in The Program toward greater 
self-confidence in an educational environment. Because of 
our own experiences of single-sex schooling (at the college 
and elsewhere), we felt that helping them learn to look to 
each other (and other women) for emotional and intellectual 
support would be essential to their gaining the strength to 
resist influences tending to pull them away from academic 
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endeavor. My particular interest in the curriculum was to 
find ways in which writing could serve our central purposes. 
How writing may become a tool for working through 
crisis and contradiction in one’s life is, like the ques¬ 
tions about self above, an area of interest which emerges 
from personal experience. For me, writing -- not only 
private journal and poetry writing but also the complex 
working out of topics in formal essays -- has been a kind of 
therapy that seemed to have potential applications in 
bringing about change in other lives. Discovery of work such 
as that by Lenore Hoffman and Margo Culley [1985] on women's 
personal narratives began to extend my understanding of the 
uses of writing by women. Experience in The Program 
together with reflection on the data of this study against a 
background of poststructural theory has helped me to see 
personal writing by women as a productive site for prac¬ 
ticing alternative discourse. So-called personal or 
expressive writing offers a means of developing confidence, 
of questioning assumptions, of trying out new discourse 
positions, and ultimately it can provide an opening to 
broader academic purposes. 
Statement of the Problem 
Analysis of data focused on four central questions 
which I examined through the stories of my five case 
studies: 1) Does the discourse of self which emerges in 
their narratives imply a sense of multiple or contradictory 
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subjectivities defined largely by relationships with others, 
as poststructural theory would suggest? 2) What evidence 
can be found of the play in women's lives of the larger 
discourses of society, expressed in my subjects’ narratives 
in terms of familial and/or cultural expectations? 3) What 
is the potential for transformation, for genuine life 
choice, in the development of an "alternative discourse?" 
4) What role does literacy -- especially writing, but also 
reading and an enlarging capacity to "name the world" 
[Friere, 1970] -- seem to play in this development if and 
when it occurs? 
My approach to these questions relied on analytic 
induction through the examination of field notes as a 
participant observer during and after The Program (these 
include notes on periodic phone conversations and other 
informal exchanges), of audio and video taped materials 
recorded during the three summers in which The Program was 
in operation, of assigned and informal writing during 
program sessions, of taped "interviews" with the five case 
study subjects, of a series of letters exchanged over 
several years with one of the women, and of written accounts 
prepared by four of the women specifically for this study. 
As analysis proceeded, several of the questions changed 
slightly, as will be explained in Chapter 3. This seems to 
me in keeping with research which involves constant shifting 
back and forth from theory to data as well as repeated 
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return to the study participants for their responses to 
readings of the data. For that reason I present the 
questions here as they were formulated at the outset; 
description of how they changed is part of my discussion of 
methodology. 
Significance of the Study 
Real and substantive answers to the "problem" of teen 
pregnancy -- since its present burden on public funds makes 
it a matter of concern -- must target primary prevention in 
too-early childbearing, strategies which will go beyond 
individual sexual and social practices to focus on the 
environment in which girls and women grow and shape their 
lives. I hope that my conceptualization of the root cause 
of "too early childbearing" as externally constructed desire 
may provide the ground for developing new strategies, 
particularly in regard to what happens for girls in school. 
I must point out, however, that these young women are 
loving and thoughtful parents, several of whom will say that 
their children provided the insistent reason for going back 
to school. It is for this reason I always put quotation 
marks around the phrases "too early childbearing" and the 
"problem of teen pregnancy." I have a feeling that our 
social structure with regard to the family (as in many other 
areas) is currently undergoing a radical shift (see chapter 
4). By hegemonic standards, these young women had their 
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children "too early" and are a "problem," but by their own 
lights they may be right on target in the sequence of life 
0 
events. They suffer not because of the event of child¬ 
bearing in their teens, but because someone else thinks that 
was the wrong timing. But, if we do insist that prevention 
is appropriate, we need to think very differently about how 
to go about it. This study will, it is hoped, have some 
influence in that regard. It is also my hope that the 
stories of the five women here will convey a sense of their 
potential and optimism that can undo such analyses of their 
situation as that of the PBS videopresentation mentioned 
above. These are not women whose lives are at a deadend, but 
women who need some emotional and financial support in order 
to move on. 
Beyond attention to the situation of young women who 
may become mothers before they themselves may be fully 
prepared for emotional and economic self-sufficiency, there 
are issues to be addressed for girls in general. Several 
accounts [Gilligan, 1982; Gilligan, Lyons, & Hanmer, 1989; 
Walden & Walkerdine, 1989; Walkerdine, 1990d; AAUW, 1991] 
note a sharp downturn in girls’ confidence and self-esteem 
around age eleven. The evidence suggests that school is 
importantly implicated in this decline in self-image and 
feelings about the potential for success, a decline which 
appears to persist even through post-secondary study [see 
Walkerdine, 1990f; Spender, 1982; and Belenky et al., 1986]. 
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What is lacking in these studies, however, is an analysis 
which sets the education of girls -- beginning with early 
learning in the home and including the experiences of 
schooling and lifelong learning through popular culture -- 
in a larger framework of social discourses to examine the 
complex interworkings of the multiple factors which affect 
girls’ lives and choices. Description of this extraordinary 
complexity was one of my goals in this study, a description 
which extends the feminist critiques of schooling for girls 
cited above. 
In my readings, only Valerie Walkerdine [see especially 
1985; 1988; 1989; & Walden, 1989; 1990b, 1990c, 1990e, and 
1990g] among those who consider the experience of girls in 
schools fully addresses the multiplicity and contradictions 
of factors involved. Indeed, I would argue that her work 
may go too far in this regard -- so that, as Bloome and 
Solsken [1990] suggest in a recent paper on poststruc¬ 
turalism, there seems to be no means for action. Walkerdine 
sets forth the problems and the pain in intricate detail, 
but she offers no specific immediate proposal for change. 
Yet the poststructural focus on discourse seems to me to 
provide an ideal opening for action: the classroom may 
become the site for seeking alternative discourse practices 
-- particularly through critical examination of read and 
produced texts -- which resist the hegemonic and bring about 
the opportunity for genuine choice. Exploration of this 
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possibility contributes to the theoretical work of 
poststructuralism and supports the work of Pam Gilbert and 
others (e.g. Carolyn Steedman in The Tidy House, 1982) who 
have turned a poststructural gaze on the experiences of 
younger students; that and the reexamination of the idea of 
self prompted by my sense of how change may begin to occur 
in a young woman's life are important interrogations of 
theory. In addition, to juxtapose the work of Jean Baker 
Miller and her colleagues at the Stone Center for Develop¬ 
mental Services and Studies (which does not address the 
application of their theory to an educational environment) 
with the poststructural project, and to suggest its concepts 
of self and mutuality as a medium for action, extends theory 
in both bodies of work. 
Finally, with regard to issues of schooling, the model 
of The Program, which is to be sure not fully elaborated 
here but which provided the setting for several events, may 
serve to suggest possible alternatives in the education of 
girls and women. It seems to be valuable, for example, for 
women to spend some period of their lives, however brief, in 
a single sex environment.10 There is no question that The 
Program had an impact on all of the five women whose stories 
provide data for this study. No easy line may be drawn to 
divide "before" and "after" in their lives; The Program -- 
and the writing they did within the context of that 
experience (including outside the actual Program setting and 
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afterwards) -- was one influence on them among many, but 
their experiences of The Program open questions and suggest 
some possible shifts in practice with regard to schooling 
for girls and women. 
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Notes for Chapter 1 
1. Anastas [1989] reports that at least 50% of Latina teen 
mothers dropped out of school before becoming pregnant, a 
figure reconfirmed in a talk by Cynthia Garcia-Coll at the 
Wellesley Center for Research on Women, June 14, 1991. AED 
[1989] affirms that "a significant proportion [of adolescent 
mothers generally] had dropped out of school before becoming 
pregnant" [p. 14]. The recent AAUW report [1992] affirms 
this statistic for the general population [pp. 16 and 48]: 
"50 to 60 percent of female dropouts report leaving school 
for reasons other than pregnancy" [p. 48]. 
2. This phrase is frequently used by those who work with 
teen parents; it seems to be thought a more gentle term for 
"the problem." It is certainly true that teens become 
parents "too early" from an economic perspective; without 
the skills they would gain by finishing their schooling, 
they are not prepared to support themselves or their 
children. But in other ways, they may be quite capable 
mothers, as the young women in my study surely are. 
3. This phrase is a common one in the popular press about 
teen pregnancy, as for example in the Public Broadcasting 
System special entitled "Children Having Children Having 
Children..." and in the title of Leon Dash’s book When 
Children Want Children. It is in my view a demeaning phrase 
which covers over the complex situation of girls in our 
society and the fact that our definition of maturity for 
them is based on developmental assumptions that may be 
inaccurate. As we shall see below (Chapter 5), the women in 
The Program deeply resented hearing themselves referred to 
as "children" who had children. 
4. See for example, Garcia Coll [1989]; also relevant is the 
work of Arline Geronimus, Professor of Public Health Policy 
at the University of Michigan, cited in Allen [1990] and 
AAUW [1992]. 
5. The recent AAUW report [1992] reiterates the fact that 
discussion of teen pregnancy typically "leads to strategies 
directed toward individual rather than systemic change and 
programs focused on girls' personal decisions rather than 
policy initiatives to improve the educational system" [p. 
6]. 
6. Preventing adolescent pregnancy: What schools can do 
(Washington, DC: Children's Defense Fund, 1986). The AAUW 
study also cites a report by the National Coalition of 
Advocates for Students [Barriers to excellence: Our children 
at risk (New York: National Board of Inquiry, 1985)] which 
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"suggests that teen pregnancy may be directly linked to poor 
achievement and low educational aspirations" [AAUW, 1992, p. 
6]. 
7. The AAUW report [1992] underscores the correlation 
between low socioeconomic status and educational failure 
noted by Sanders [p. 34]. 
8. Citing the work of Arline Geronimus and others, the 
recent AAUW report [1992] notes that "early childbearing may 
be an adaptive response to social and economic deprivation" 
[P. 37]. 
9. Much current feminist scholarship centers around 
parallels in feminist theory and various postmodern 
perspectives. See, for example, Ebert [1991], Gavey [1989], 
Lather [1988], and Stacey [1988]. Some of this work (for 
example, Hoagland [1990] and Zagarell [1988]) is critical of 
earlier feminist perspectives. To my knowledge, Miller’s 
work has not so far come under scrutiny in this way, but the 
works of Carol Gilligan, Nel Noddings, and Nancy Chodorow 
have been labeled "essentialist," that is, retaining a 
traditional model of self reinterpreted to incorporate 
uniquely feminine traits. 
10. The recent AAUW report [1992] outlines difficulties in 
crossgender communication and suggests the value for girls 
of single-sex workgroups in a coeducational setting [see 
pages 72-74] . 
CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction: 
Overview of Topics and Works to be Included 
The review of literature which follows will address 
several themes. The first, and largest, section focuses on 
post-structural theory, with a particular emphasis on how 
"desire" is shaped for girls and women in Western society. 
Poststructuralists argue that the maintenance of order in 
the modern democratic state requires "a self-regulating 
individual and a notion of freedom as freedom from overt 
control" [Walkerdine, 1986a, p. 54]. Production of the 
ideal citizen relies on a discourse of normality which 
defines the human as rational, autonomous, in control both 
of his emotions and his own destiny. In this definition of 
a norm, differences of class, ethnicity, and gender are 
"pathologized," forcing those on the margins to understand 
and respond to desire in ways that sustain the status quo: 
"the success of a normalizing power... depends on the willing 
compliance of the subject who is the target of the techno¬ 
logies of normalization" [Henriques, et al., 1984, p. 116]. 
How this -- what Friere [1970] and Miller [1986b] call 
the "internalization" of oppression and Weedon [1987] refers 
to as "complicity with oppression" -- works is a central 
question in poststructural theory. The issue of "self" is 
at the center of examining oppression because in the 
25 
traditional perspective, omitting the effects of power in 
the formation and operation of the self means that 
"subjectification entails subjection" [Hekman, 1991, p. 45]; 
the Cartesian conception of self has itself been an 
instrument in Western society of sustaining the hegemony of 
the dominant group. 
Valerie Walkerdine's work [1981, 1984, 1985, 1986a, 
1986b, 1988, 1989, 1990a-g, with Lucey, 1989, and with 
Walden, 1989] addresses the ways in which schooling 
practices are based on and intended to support the normative 
model. Hollway's [1984a, 1984b, and 1989] theorizing of 
self, or subjectivity, developed in her study of hetero¬ 
sexual interaction, adds an important element to the 
poststructural paradigm. A brief summary of Jean Baker 
Miller's work [1982, 1983, 1984, 1986a, 1986b, 1988; and 
Surrey, 1985, 1987] suggests ways in which current feminist 
psychology overlaps poststructural thinking. 
In all poststructural theory the issue of language is 
paramount; through a summary of analyses by Walkerdine and 
others, the literature review will address the development 
and uses of "discourses" in society which operate at various 
levels to teach us what we want and so constrain individual 
choice. A later section (see "Other Perspectives" below) 
will focus on issues of language in feminist theory and on 
the concept of a women’s (discourse) community. It will 
consider the use of writing as a site for resisting the 
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dominant discourse and practicing new discursive positions 
in the struggles around identity and change. Considerations 
about writing as a classroom activity will be brought into 
focus by reference to the work of Peter Elbow [1973, 1986b, 
1986c, 1986d, 1990] and Pam Gilbert [1988 , 1989, 1991]. 
Poststructural Theory and Educational Practice 
Political Purposes in Shaping Desire for Girls and Women 
Girls want boys. Five minutes of listening to the 
conversation among a group of young women reveals this 
central purpose in their lives. Why? Why is so much energy 
directed at being attractive to the opposite sex? Is it 
just "natural" for a woman to want a man, just a matter of 
biology? Or is some subtle political intention being served 
in the definition of a "normal" woman's desire? 
It is a given [Bloome and Solsken, 1990; Brodkey, 1991; 
Walkerdine, 1986b] of poststructural theory that the larger 
discourses of society (and indeed the microcosmic 
conversations of daily life) are inevitably imbued with 
political purpose. One piece of that purpose, outlined by 
Walkerdine and affirmed by a number of other writers -- Jean 
Baker Miller [1986b], Dolores Hayden [1984], and Evelyn Fox 
Keller [1985], for example, to name a few theorists of 
widely varying perspective -- is the subordination of women. 
At issue is the restraint of women from positions of power 
by their own investment in a definition of happiness which 
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results in their isolation -- from each other and from 
discourses of knowledge which carry implications of prestige 
and domination. 
Desire for American women is shaped by the middle-class 
dream -- in the 1950s, given a peculiarly American shape, 
Hayden says [1984], by the post-World War II need to 
withdraw women from the workforce -- of home, of marriage 
and family, of being taken care of, of love that lasts 
forever, a suburban bungalow, an exquisitely clean kitchen, 
a life of service to the needs of spouse and children. The 
young women I have worked with, despite ethnic and class 
separation from the bourgeois project, believe in the dream. 
But it has come for them only to partial fruition: only the 
child, without the husband, without the suburban bungalow. 
Welfare instead, subsidized apartment instead, loss of 
dignity, frustration, and loneliness. In most cases, the 
fathers of their children have disclaimed paternity, or at 
least the emotional responsibilities of paternity, and the 
women are struggling to raise their children alone. The 
political purpose of the hegemonic discourse has trapped 
them into an isolation enforced by gender, by class, by 
ethnic and linguistic differences, and not least by what I 
call the "Hester Prynne oppression," occasioned by our 
society's moral confusion about "unwed mothers." Yet, they 
so often go right on, putting their energies "into 
attracting the next boy rather than examining any aspects of 
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the past relationship or, for that matter, relationships in 
general: the next prince might, after all, be the 'real 
thing'" [Walkerdine, 1990c, p. 99]. For a prince is the 
only socially acceptable antidote to loneliness. 
How is desire shaped for girls? How do they come to 
want what they want in spite of evidence all around them 
that it doesn't always work out, that it often entails 
"pain," that "happily ever after" is only a fantasy? It is 
a complicated process. There is no villain and no simple 
answer. It begins at the level of "common sense" under¬ 
standings about how we achieve "identity" and about how much 
control (choice) we have in our lives. 
Questioning the Relationship of Self and Society 
The following several paragraphs are a distillation and 
putting together of my readings in poststructural theory [in 
particular, Henriques et al., 1984; Walkerdine, 1985; 
Walkerdine & Lucey, 1989; and Weedon, 1987] and are intended 
to provide an introductory overview of the basic arguments 
of post-structuralism. Words and phrases which appear in 
quotation marks are not as a rule specific citations; rather 
quotation marks indicate either common particular usage 
among poststructural writers (e.g., "real and material 
effects" and "positions") or re-readings of vocabulary which 
may often have standard connotations that poststructuralists 
call into question (e.g., "common sense", "normal", and 
"natural"). 
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The idea of the individual is central to the American, 
indeed the Western, ethos. We believe that we are free, 
free to shape our lives by deciding whether and how to get 
ahead. This freedom implies that applause for success and 
blame for failure both belong entirely to the individual. 
Anyone, male or female. Black or white, poor or middle- 
class, can be president or prime minister, for freedom 
implies also equality of opportunity, so long as there is 
individual willingness to engage the challenge of doing what 
needs to be done. For most Americans, certainly for the 
conservative government that has been in place since 1980, 
individual freedom and self-determination are common sense 
assumptions. 
Psychologists and social analysts, however, have 
questioned the degree to which any one person is truly free 
to shape his own life. The perennial question has been how 
to understand the relationship of self to society, with 
radical critiques particularly focused on situations where 
there appears to be little personal freedom, as with the 
oppressions of race and social class. Poststructuralists 
reject the dichotomy of self and society altogether, 
suggesting instead that these, like other apparent 
opposites, "inhabit each other" [Hekman* 1991, p. 47]. 
Further, poststructuralism, like feminism, resists 
explanations claiming universality and attempts to build 
theory through the examination of particular events, 
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particular intersections of "discourses." While denying, 
then, the assumptions of individualism, poststructuralists 
equally reject social determinist arguments; instead they 
focus analytic attention on individual points of contact 
with larger social forces and insist that both maintenance 
of the status quo and change take place at a micropolitical 
1evel. 
How language works is at the heart of poststructural 
analysis. Following Saussure, poststructuralists say that 
meaning is not stable and is not inherent in words, nor is 
it "invented" by individual agents; rather it is socially 
negotiated and subject to continual renegotiation and 
change. Several meanings may coexist within a single 
language interaction at all levels of language construction 
and use. In everyday life, this explains, for example, how 
several readings of a poem may be "correct"; or how 
misunderstandings result from the difference between what a 
speaker intended and a listener apprehended [see Elbow, 
1973].* But poststructuralism adds a crucial ingredient to 
understanding how meaning is socially constructed by 
questioning the operations of power in the approach to 
consensus. In addition, poststructural theory emphasizes 
the effect of language in producing what it appears to 
describe by virtue of those operations of power. 
This is an important concept in understanding the 
establishment of normative definitions: that all languages. 
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all "knowledges," are "productive rather than reflective"2 
[Henriques et al., 1984, p. 99]; language is a tool but it 
also shapes us by virtue of our compliance, often 
unconscious, to power-marked assumptions about its use. 
Individuals, or subjects, are thus "positioned" within a 
power dynamic inscribed on human relationships by custom or 
"common sense." For example, an older person or a male 
automatically may have more power in a relationship. In 
this way, descriptions of human behavior become prescrip¬ 
tions; we believe that the way things are (e.g., the 
assumption of heterosexuality) is the way they ought to be, 
the way that is "normal" and "natural." So it is that 
language is seen to have "real and material effects" in 
individual lives by the limitation of choice. The 
possibility of change in individual positionings, with 
regard to social structure and in immediate interpersonal 
relationships, involves resistance (a refusal to buy into or 
go along with accepted "readings" of how things ought to be) 
and the development of alternative discourses (a redrawn 
vision of possible "structuring principles" [Weedon, 1987, 
p. 41] for the interaction of self and society). In other 
words, a person has to understand where judgments of 
"normal" and "abnormal" are coming from, and develop a 
strategy for applying her own measure (or the measure of a 
discourse (sub)community) of "what's OK." 
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How a "Norm" is Defined and Enforced 
Valerie Walkerdine and her colleagues in the volume 
entitled Changing the subject [Henriques, et al . , 1984] 
intend -- like Michel Foucault on whose work they build -- 
to demonstrate that certain core ideas, which are privileged 
(in Western cultures) by apparent unanimity as scientific 
Truth, and which therefore exert a powerful regulatory 
influence, are in fact historically specific and so 
potentially open to change. Their argument -- which focuses 
mainly on their own discipline of psychology -- begins by 
suggesting that the idea of man as rational individual, 
reflected in Descartes' cogito,^ is central to a form of 
government, the modern democratic state, which depends for 
control on subjects which are largely self-regulating. Such 
control works by the subtle and invisible rule of a 
universal norm, which operates by being understood as 
equally true, obtainable, and desirable for all. 
Psychology has played a role in defining and producing 
the "normal" individual which is the subject of "covert 
regulation" in the modern state by enforcing an emphasis on 
rational development, according to Couze Venn in the 
collaborative volume [Venn, 1984]. "[P]sychology, when it 
emerges as a science, understands itself primarily as a 
science of mind and its behavioural manifestations" 
[p. 127]. Psychology's understanding of the mind is in 
terms of the human as a biological entity distinguished from 
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other creatures by the ability to reason. The capacity of 
the mind is measurable; its function is entirely a cognitive 
one, for positivist science tends to set aside other aspects 
of the human condition. Knowledge itself is stripped of any 
affective dimension, and is entirely quantifiable, a 
substance, a something, whether interpreted as facts or 
concepts or skills or compentencies. Human development is 
cognitive growth, which in the ’’proper” environment (see 
below) proceeds predictably toward the goal of a fully 
rational, autonomous, unitary self, an individual which 
interacts with society more or less unproblematical1y, an 
individual assumed to be in control of his own destiny. The 
normal course of development is a natural course of 
development, described and ultimately prescribed by science; 
since humans have a significant stake in being ’’one of the 
gang," to fail in attaining the norm is to perceive oneself 
as abnormal and therefore isolated. In this way the 
language of psychology does not merely name the way we are; 
it produces our behavior. 
In the establishment of a "norm” and in the shift of 
that norm to the common sense notion that there is a 
"natural" course of growth, all differences are, in 
Walkerdine's word, "pathologized," including differences of 
gender and class. The "model that fixes the norm...is the 
male European rational [middle class] individual: both homo 
rational is and homo economicus" [Venn, 1984, p. 130].4 
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Social institutions, including the family and the school, 
engage in ’’practices of normalisation’’ which assume 
generalizable or universal desires and goals and which are 
aimed at eliminating differences in order to establish 
(supposedly) equality and freedom for all. ’’Discourses” of 
normalcy are communicated to all of us from an array of 
sources and teach us how to fit in, how to measure up to 
society's expectations. 
Wendy Hollway [1989], like other feminist social 
scientists [see, for example. Lather, 1988], points out that 
the initial goal of psychology was actually not to describe 
but to ’’predict and control” [Lather, 1988, p. 571] human 
behavior. It is worth noting the obvious point that such an 
objective explains the emphasis on quantitative categories5 
which would function to sort out presumably static aptitudes 
and limitations. The influence of such practices, when 
borrowed from psychology by an educational establishment 
intending to be "scientific” in its methods, has obvious 
detrimental effects for all who do not "measure up” -- a 
group likely to include girls, working class children, and 
members of "minority” ethnic groups. So it is that 
twentieth century educational practices are intimately bound 
to a particular notion of self which "matures” according to 
a one-dimensional pattern and timetable, a point which 
Valerie Walkerdine elaborates in her essay in Changing the 
Subject. 
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subjugates women and regulates both women and children. 
Assumptions about education embedded in liberatory practices 
impose on women as mothers a responsibility for the earliest 
stages of childhood development in which all subsequent 
growth is rooted. "The normal woman is invested with a 
nurturance which is naturally given by the workings of her 
reproductive system, which amounts to a capacity for 
facilitating and enabling the natural development of 
children" [Walkerdine, 1985, p. 213]. The "good enough 
mother" -- advised by dozens of guidebooks on parenting, 
etc. [see Urwin, 1985] -- is constantly present to her 
child, constantly stimulates and encourages his ability to 
think and reason, to know and understand. She is his first 
teacher, who provides a "proper" environment for rational 
growth. The "discourse" of motherhood teaches girls both to 
want this role and to learn early the passive, other- 
centered behavior appropriate to it. 
For the middle-class mother, the role is isolating and 
potentially produces a sense of guilt if anything goes 
wrong, if development lags or aberrations from the norm 
occur. Moreover, working-class women, whose lives do not 
permit full-time attention to mothering, become the object 
of theories of deprivation [see Walkerdine & Lucey, 1989]. 
Their children enter school without certain kinds of 
background experience, specifically those which provide 
familiarity with patterns of classroom talk. These mothers 
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Walkerdine's Analysis of Schooling Practices 
Walkerdine [1984] focuses on developmental psychology, 
specifically the evolution of Piaget's work and its 
appropriation in the development of a "scientific pedagogy" 
that would respond to the "normal" sequence of human growth. 
Her intention is to show that Piaget's conclusions were the 
outcome of a time-specific process and the historical 
location of their author. The desire to counter the 
arguments of Social Darwinism, which seemed to support the 
biological inevitability of war, shaped a reading of human 
development as moving naturally toward thoughtful self- 
control. The constructions of motherhood and of schooling 
which emerged from Piaget's work are not necessarily 
applicable for all time and all people. Indeed, the 
universal application of resulting normative definitions can 
be seen to have damaging effects for portions of the 
population. 
In the main body of her work [1981, 1984, 1985, 1986a, 
1986b, 1988, 1989, & Lucey, 1989, & Walden, 1989] Walkerdine 
examines home and school practices to see the effects of 
discourses grounded in descriptions of "normal development" 
which prescribe how mothers and teachers should behave. She 
refers repeatedly to "progressive pedagogy," by which she 
means the supposedly liberatory practices of the 1960's and 
early 70's, which were based on the conclusions of 
developmental psychology.® These were founded on the 
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notion that all children could achieve "normal” cognitive 
development by teacherly attentiveness to moments of 
readiness and by strategies aimed at correcting deficiencies 
in students who did not meet normative expectations.7 
Walkerdine's interest springs from personal investment and 
disappointment in the hope for radical social change which 
was inherent in this liberatory pedagogy. She describes her 
disillusionment in a 1986 essay: 
In 1968 I became a primary school teacher. I 
was swayed by the romantic promise of pro- 
gressivism in education, and I linked poverty and 
inner-city decay with the terrible regimentation 
and the ’old-fashioned* repressive and silencing 
methods. I had read Herbert Kohl's Thirty-Six 
Chi1dren and John Holt's How Children Fail, and I 
loved my inner-city children with a fierce 
passion. For under my nurturance their illiteracy 
would be converted to inner-city poetry. There 
was joy in my classroom. There were also terrible 
problems: how to control the children, for 
example. And four o'clock found me frequently 
sobbing quietly at my desk, behind the shut door 
where none of the old, strict teachers, who didn’t 
like my ways, could see me. [1986a, p. 54] 
She realized eventually that her investment in certain 
pedagogical practices was founded on "a concept of 
liberation as personal freeing" which relied in turn on "an 
understanding of power which located it as a fixed 
possession, in this case that of the oppressive, and 
consequently repressive, teacher." Her intention in her 
writings is to show the ways these practices actually 
achieve the opposite effect of that which is intended. 
Her analysis leads to a conclusion that the pedagogy 
she is examining, which means to liberate children, in fact 
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are pathologized, defined as inadequate and abnormal by 
analysts seeking reasons for low achievement in their 
children. Working class mothers aren't "good enough:" in 
this, the "real and material effects" of language centered 
around what is "normal" may be seen in specific cases as 
0 
well as in the broader impact of class-based judgments. 
In primary school, the pedagogical model which 
Walkerdine describes borrows for the (usually female) 
teacher the maternal mode of watchful and loving gaze. The 
assumption is that, provided with a facilitating and 
enriched environment, each child will develop naturally 
toward the rational ideal, moving at his own individual pace 
through a series of learning activities scientifically 
designed to correspond to a normal sequence of cognitive 
acquisition. The teacher's role is to observe individual 
development carefully, to encourage but not to push, to 
prepare moments of "readiness" and capitalize on them when 
they occur. Teachers, like mothers, may experience guilt 
when things go wrong, because inherent in the child-centered 
pedagogy is the sense that all may achieve the norm, all 
will develop "correctly," if only the teacher is "good 
enough" [Walkerdine, 1984]. In the real environment of the 
classroom, however, teachers often find, as Walkerdine 
herself did, that theory and practice do not perfectly mesh: 
Teachers turn out to be more traditional than 
[they] expected and feel guilty because the future 
and 'freedom of our children forever’ is laid at 
their door. They are the guardians of an 
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impossible dream, reason's dream of democratic 
harmony. [1986a, p. 60] 
Liberatory pedagogy, Walkerdine argues, relies on the 
willingness of women -- both mothers and teachers -- to 
support a particular model of human development [Walkerdine, 
1985, 1986a and 1990e]. It imposes upon them the 
contradictory position of nurturing a developmental ideal of 
which they are assumed to be incapable. They are to embody 
the irrational -- unconditional, selfless mother love -- 
which is the soil in which the rational and autonomous self 
grows; but the goal itself is inappropriate, indeed 
impossible, for women because of the very role they are 
relied upon to play in its realization. The mother as first 
teacher is urged to take a position of receptive and 
encouraging but essentially passive observer, facilitating 
in her child what she is meant to avoid: active curiosity, 
aggressive questioning and learning. 
Beyond the Rational Ideal 
Walkerdine points out that child-centered pedagogy 
intended to break away from mechanistic whole class 
instruction to provide a more humane learning situation. 
Her complaints target its failure in practice to bring about 
social, political, or often even individual, change and its 
introduction of more subtle, and therefore potentially more 
damaging, negative effects. The focus primarily on 
cognitive development, for example, seems to deny emotional 
or irrational influences: either within the classroom, in 
student-student and student-teacher interactions; or from 
the outside, the factors in children’s day-to-day lives that 
may affect their learning. Traditional pedagogy shares this 
exclusion of the irrational from the learning situation.9 
Walkerdine and her colleagues argue that the 
understanding of the unconscious -- ”a realm of 
psychological functioning which is not accessible to 
ordinary introspection" [see Hollway, 1989] -- revealed by 
psychoanalysis undercuts the rational ideal by forcing 
acknowledgement of power and desire [see especially Urwin, 
1984]. The idea of the unconscious is crucial to 
understanding the interplay of unmeasurable -- even 
incomprehensible -- factors which affect all learning, 
including that which is expected to occur in classrooms. 
The unconscious shapes desire but functions to keep us from 
knowing why we want what we want. It often represses or 
simply hides reasons for our behavior. Its presence "offers 
an alternative to the unitary rational subject: it is not 
that rationality is non-existent, [but] rather that it is 
always being contested by forces which derive from ’another 
site'" [Hollway, 1989, p. 29]. Awareness of the unconscious 
shows us that subjectivity is multiple because it is "not 
derived from a single source" [p. 29]. 
The American scholar Shoshana Felman argues [1982] that 
awareness of the unconscious redefines knowledge and changes 
our conceptions of teaching and learning. "Knowledge...is 
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not a substance but a structural dynamic: it is not 
contained by any individual but comes about out of the 
mutual apprenticeship between two partially unconscious 
subjects which both say more than they know....Knowledge is 
essentially, irreducibly dialogic" [p. 33]. Felman says 
that since ignorance is not simply not-knowing, but the 
active refusal of information, learning requires a search 
for the reasons for that refusal. It is necessary to resist 
but then also to understand the source of resistance, to 
face into "unmeant knowledge," the stuff beyond or behind 
the cognitive which to an extent shapes and circumscribes 
what the cognitive can do, feelings which are embedded in 
relationships past and current, inside and outside the 
learning situation. 
Related to failure in both the traditional and 
Walkerdine's model of progressive pedagogy to acknowledge 
the unconscious is their equal denial of the social, of the 
role of relationships in human development and learning. 
Denial of the social operates in the two pedagogies with 
slightly different emphasis and purpose. In traditional 
whole class teaching, the insistence on silence and order, 
on doing one's own work, on a system of evaluation that 
expects some to do well and others to fail, enforces 
autonomy and competition. Yet the notion of complete 
curricular individualization so that all may (theoretically) 
42 
r 
achieve the norm likewise ignores the fact that human nature 
is fundamentally social. 
On the other hand, the poststructural focus on 
discourse as the medium by which subjectivity is both shaped 
and expressed drives an emphasis on the social: language, 
the vehicle for learning, is necessarily social, because 
rules of usage and meanings arise in the process of human 
interaction. No language, not even the supposedly 
quintessential 1y rational language of mathematics, 
Walkerdine argues in The Mastery of Reason [1988], is 
entirely context-free. Because meaning is constantly 
negotiated, and because issues of power are constantly 
present in the negotiation (whether it occurs in person or 
through a text), what we define as knowledge is never 
constant. Knowledge is subject to the changing meanings of 
the signs which are language, and affected always by the 
discursive histories of those who claim to be learners and 
knowers. Learning therefore is not simply an amoeba-like 
engulfing of information or even concepts, but a process of 
interaction and negotiation with life experience as well as 
texts, with teachers, fellow students, and memories of home. 
The unconscious, the irrational, the emotive, which 
necessarily enter the classroom -- albeit perhaps hidden -- 
are ignored at great risk to students, particularly those 
who do not fit an assumed "norm." 
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Contradictions for Girls 
The girl child, like her adult models of mother and 
teacher, is caught in a web of contradictions in schooling 
as we have known it, both traditional and "chi1d-centered": 
as a child she is encouraged to question and explore, but as 
a girl she is encouraged to the mother model of passivity 
[Walkerdine, 1985, 1986a, 1990b, 1990f, 1990g]. Being a 
"good girl" generally implies obedience and a willingness to 
i o please; but being a good student, one whose performance 
might be described as "brilliant," requires risk-taking, a 
willingness to challenge, the daring to defy givens, an 
expertise in debate. For, as Walkerdine points out 
repeatedly, in the definition of normal development rational 
argument has become the only acceptable site for conflict. 
Girls are not expected to excel in rational argument; rather 
they get on academically by "hard work"; they follow the 
rules, both for behavior and in academic undertakings, such 
as mathematics, but they "lack confidence." Teachers 
frequently tend to "read" them as doing the right thing by 
the wrong method; academic success is seen to be without the 
depth of real understanding that can be perceived in the 
"flair" of a truly able student [Walkerdine & Walden, 1989; 
Walkerdine, 1990b and 1990e].n 
In a recent conference presentation [June, 1991], 
Walkerdine reported on an inquiry conducted in twenty-six 
classrooms; never once, she said, did a teacher (most of 
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whom were women) describe a female student in mathematics as 
"bright.” Girls in the top rank were seen as achieving by 
"hard work" whereas boys who had accomplished far less were 
described as "bright" but not working up to their potential. 
Typically, the boys were nominated for advanced examinations 
and the girls were not, since they were perceived to have 
achieved to the limit of their abilities. She reports on a 
similar study in her essay "Femininity as performance" 
[1990e], in which she seeks to understand how false "truths" 
-- such as the notion that girls "can't" do math -- are 
established by the imposition of prior assumptions on 
contrary evidence [see also 1990b].12 
Similar contradictions exist for working class 
children, for whom a home reliance on more direct 
disciplinary tactics may be at odds with classroom 
expectations of self-regulation [Walkerdine, 1985 and 
1986b]. In addition, working-class family reliance on 
communal effort in the struggle for survival is at odds with 
classroom emphasis on individual achievement. This 
contradiction between the values of group and individual 
effort in two spheres of action may be seen in the lives of 
girls as well, a point noted by Connell et al. [1982] and 
one which is central to Jean Baker Miller's theories about 
women (see below). 
For the female and for the poor, Walkerdine says, 
liberatory pedagogy becomes a trap, not supporting 
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individual development as it claims to do, but creating 
confusion and potential exclusion to the abnormal. Indeed, 
Walkerdine describes the situation of female and working- 
class children in school as "persecution”: both are forced 
to confront the fact of "splitting." Adapted from Freudian 
psychoanalysis,*4 in which, according to Walkerdine's 
description, it suggests the tension between wishing and 
being, between fantasy and reality (as in so-called "penis 
envy"), this term is useful in describing the contradictory 
situation of girls in school: 
The 'clever girl' is positioned as though she 
could and can possess the phallus, while she has 
to negotiate other practices in which her 
femininity is what is validated....She is told 
that she can be successful and yet the painful 
recognition that is actually likely to result from 
the fear of loss of one or the other (her 
femininity, her success, or both) is a failure to 
be either, producing neurotic anxiety, depression 
or worse. [1985, p. 225] 
Ultimately she must make a difficult and painful choice: 
deny or disavow one side or the other of contradiction, 
split off, as it were, a part of herself. For working-class 
children and girls, success in school depends on negotiating 
an impossible dilemma in which becoming what the school 
wants means no longer being what the family wants and/or, in 
the case of girls, what the cultural milieu seems to insist 
upon. They experience "persecutory pain" in an anxiety 
produced by the intersections of discourse practices 
(home/school, culture/school) where there are boundaries to 
be negotiated: "as new identifications are created, so too 
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is the potential for loss, annihilation and disavowal" 
[1985, p. 225].*® The outcome of this anxiety inevitably 
is some level of resistance -- refusal to do what others 
want her to do -- that covers over what Walkerdine describes 
as an intense "psychic struggle" [1990c, p. 103, and 1990e, 
p. 145].16 
Paul Willis’ Learning to Labour [1977] describes 
resistance in working-class boys as it leads to their 
disavowal of school practices and ironically locks them 
thereby into the very employment expectations that had made 
them angry in the first place. For girls, Walkerdine 
suggests, the resistance occasioned by the stress of 
opposing goals may take the shape of giving in to 
expectations of low confidence and moderate achievement 
[Walkerdine & Walden, 1989]; they give up, in other words, 
being "clever," refuse school success, and simply do enough 
to get by. An ultimate and complete resistance to school 
may be in subscribing to the one unequivocally approved 
feminine role of becoming a mother [Walkerdine, 1985]. 
Though in America dropping out of school often happens 
before pregnancy, one can read "looking for a way out" onto 
those who get pregnant and then use that as an excuse for 
1eaving school. 
Another possibility exists, of course: that a girl will 
try to negotiate the contraditions inherent in the school 
situation. She may refuse choice and try to sustain both 
success in school and success as a female. Several of the 
essays in Schoolgirl Fictions [1990a] focus on the anguish 
of this attempt in the context of Walkerdine's own life.17 
Mary Belenky and her colleagues [1986] underscore the 
anxiety produced in this solution: successful female college 
students in their study often expressed uncertainty about 
the value and validity of their achievements. These are 
women who have done what school wanted, but something inside 
hangs back, resists affirmation that they have done 
right. Dale Spender [1982] has documented similar 
experiences of British students, and notes that not just 
women but other non-dominant populations may be likewise 
affected. It appears that all on the margins of a society 
dominated by male and middle-class defined "norms” are at 
risk in a classroom environment that stresses competition, 
individualism, and a debate-society model of rational 
argument. They are at risk as well when pedagogy which 
promises liberation fails in fact to address the workings of 
power in personal and social relations. 
In all acts of resistance, whether they are passive or 
explicit, what is happening is the negotiation of power 
positions. The common understanding has been that power is 
possessed by individuals or groups more-or-less permanently 
and is used to sustain a commanding or dominant position. 
The teacher in a traditional classroom, for example, is 
assumed to have all the power. But students in fact can 
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undermine that power in a variety of ways, either directly 
("insolence") or indirectly (for example, the quiet refusal 
to respond more than minimally to requirements). When 
students resist, the power within the student-teacher 
relationship is realigned. 
Sources of power are multiple and the locus of power is 
constantly shifting. Power is continually being negotiated 
within all human relationships, even on a moment-to-moment 
basis. In the words of Michel Foucault: 
[Pjower is not something that is acquired, seized, 
or shared, something that one holds on to or 
allows to slip away; power is exercised from 
innumerable points, in the interplay of 
nonegalitarian and mobile relations. [1978, p. 
94 ]20 
Jean Baker Miller suggests [1982, 1988, and Surrey, 1987] 
the possibility of relationships which are genuinely equal 
in which there may be a willing effort to confer power or to 
share it for the mutual benefit of those involved in the 
relationship. But these, she points out, rarely occur in 
mixed gender environments; also rarely, I would point out, 
in classroom situations which confer power on a single 
individual expected to enforce "control." This is the crux 
of Walkerdine's critique of "progressive pedagogy": that the 
intention to share power, to make the classroom an 
egalitarian environment, often backfires. The teacher is 
still the teacher, still authority, judge, and dispenser of 
grades and recommendations. 
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It seems to me that, as we presently consider the 
notion of "empowerment" in the classroom, in pursuit as we 
still are of the potential for liberation through education, 
we need to be cognizant of the play of power within 
relationships. Since relations in the classroom (between 
teacher and students) are "always already"2i unequal, 
empowerment may be at best a temporary condition, a moment 
in continuing struggle, at worst -- to use Walkerdine's 
often repeated words -- a fantasy, a fiction, a sham. 
Perhaps we need to rename what we are thinking of as 
empowerment so that it becomes "teaching courage" or 
"teaching alternative discourse practices," and perhaps we 
need to address power issues head on in the context of that 
v teaching. 
Discourse and Desire 
In a focus on the unconscious, in the idea of 
splitting, in the redefinition of power as constantly 
shifting, the post-structural perspective on self emerges: 
the idea of self as static, internally consistent, and 
autonomous does not take account of contraditions inherent 
in relationships to other selves and to larger social 
forces. The struggle to discover who I am and what I want 
to do with my life occurs in a context of constantly 
changing subject positions. Wendy Hollway's essay in 
Changing the Subject [1984] illustrates the idea of shifting 
subject positions within discourse in an analysis of 
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heterosexual relations. Her suggestions are useful in 
understanding the roots of the problem of teen pregnancy and 
provide an angle on defining primary prevention. In 
addition, she describes the concept of "investment," by 
which an individual may adopt apparently self-damaging or 
destructive positions in discourse situations. 
Investment -- which on the face of it is something like 
Paulo Friere's [1970] and Jean Baker Miller's [1986b] 
understanding of the "internalization of oppression" -- 
suggests that there must be some anticipated payback to 
offset potentially negative or painful returns in the taking 
up of a discourse position. The choice to adopt or accept a 
vulnerable position -- such as that of object in hetero¬ 
sexual relations -- is usually not a conscious decision, but 
may be grounded in an unspoken social or cultural definition 
of what is appropriate or right or useful. The idea of 
investment is necessary in sustaining an "illusion of 
choice" whereby the individual believes that she is 
positioning herself to the best advantage in an inter¬ 
actional situation, believes that she is in control. That 
belief is often based, however, on an unexamined (uncon¬ 
scious) taking up of social assumptions -- such as that it 
is "natural" for girls to find satisfaction in heterosexual 
relations and/or in mothering. In this, "cultural practices 
are not simply overlaid upon a pre-existent desire but 
actually help to produce the fixing and channeling of 
1984, p. 223]. Girls are led, desires" [Henriques, et al . , 
by a variety of social influences including, for example, 
tradition, peer pressure, and the arsenal of popular 
culture, to a definition of what they want and how they can 
understand themselves as "normal." They come to understand 
their sense of self as dependent on the approval of boys: 
"...in the only discourse in which being attractive can be 
understood, being attractive means being attractive to the 
opposite sex" [Hollway, 1984a, p. 241]. The "payoff" in the 
power game with boys and men is self-esteem: "I’m OK because 
24 guys like me. 
Hollway describes three contradictory discourses in 
heterosexual interactions. First is the "male sexual drive 
discourse" whose "key tenet is that men's sexuality is 
directly produced by a biological drive, the function of 
which is to ensure reproduction of the species" [p. 231]. 
This discourse is "made respectable" by reference to common 
sense assumptions that derive from psychology's biological 
definition of the human. Hollway quotes, for example, 
Anthony Storr: 
Male sexuality because of the primitive necessity 
of pursuit and penetration, does contain an 
important element of aggressiveness; an element 
which is both recognised and responded to by the 
female who yields and submits, [p. 231, Hollway's 
emphasis] 
"The effect and intention [of such an argument] is to 
represent women's position as biologically determined and 
therefore unchangeable" [p. 231].25 I might point out that 
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such an argument also makes legitimate the male "attitude of 
entitlement" [Herman, 1984] which permits and indeed 
encourages violence in heterosexual relations. 
The "have/hold discourse," which is based on the ideal 
of the family, is essentially in contradiction to the male 
sex drive discourse: one suggests a forceful, repeated- 
conquest scenario and the other, a tenderness of personal 
and permanent commitment. In the one, woman is object, with 
power accorded to the male subject; in the other, power 
relations appear to shift so that a male sees himself as a 
victim of "feminine wiles." Within a single relationship of 
a man and a woman, power may shift back and forth. "Com¬ 
monly accepted practices of femininity take it for granted 
that there is status and power attached to being attractive 
to men. In order to attract them, women can take up the 
object position in the male sexual drive discourse" [p. 233] 
for the purpose of assuming a different and hopefully more 
commanding position in a have/hold interaction. 
Parenthetically here -- because it is not part of 
Hollway's consideration but rather returns to a point made 
by Walkerdine [1985] and anticipates concerns in my study of 
young mothers -- I might point out that in a have/hold 
interaction lies the potential for a woman's position of 
power in motherhood. The notion of power in the mother's 
position may seem to contradict Walkerdine's notion of 
mothers as passive facilitators in social regulation -- but 
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indeed contradiction is at the heart of the poststructural 
understanding of subjectivity. The point is that dominant 
society universally accords respect to wife-and-mother; 
though other roles for women are today, albeit grudgingly or 
doubtfully, permitted, there is no disagreement in this. 
Little girls, Walkerdine has observed [1981], often 
replicate this potential for power by manipulating play 
situations to focus on the domestic. 
Complications currently arise in teen pregnancy because 
of the elusive nature of the "wife-and" piece, attributable 
in large part to the separation of sex and love inherent in 
the "permissive discourse" discussed below. But even 
motherhood alone provides living and visible proof that a 
girl has achieved that infallible measure of feminine self¬ 
esteem: she is "attractive to men," or at least a man. For 
girls, investment in one’s own identity, Hollway points out, 
requires the approval of boys -- especially, the AAUW 
report [1992] suggests, for girls of lower socioeconomic 
status [p. 38]. Self-esteem through self-approval, a sense 
of personal strength, is not encouraged in girls in our 
society; self-esteem has only external sources. Alteration 
of these practices in a single life or collectively among a 
group of women requires tremendous resolve in the face of 
discursive practices which present "the arrival of the 
prince" as the "final solution" to conflict and contra- 
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dictions [Walkerdine, 1990, p. 99], the only avenue to self¬ 
esteem. 
In the present day, the ’’permissive discourse” creates 
an additional level of contradiction and complexity by 
suggesting that both sexes have a right to express and enjoy 
their sexuality [Hollway, 1984a, p. 234]. Permissive sexual 
practices enhance men's power to "have sex,” to express the 
supposedly natural and irrepressible drive of penetration, 
without making an emotional commitment because women too are 
supposed to want to "make love" without expecting a 
permanent relationship. Yet sexist assumptions remain on 
both sides of the relationship, and the struggle between 
pleasure and permanence persists. As a female participant 
in Hollway's study said: "If he's saying he has no 
expectations, no [emotional] needs, then I can't let him 
down. If I can't let him down, he has more power. He has 
the power to hurt me, but I don't have the power to hurt 
him" [1984a, p. 244]. The persistence of the have/hold 
discourse in female imaginations -- even in the face of 
unremitting and powerful evidence that it is often no more 
than a fantasy (see chapter 4 of the present study) -- 
explains why sexual "liberation" for women may become its 
opposite, just as Walkerdine has argued in the case of 
supposedly liberatory pedagogy and the freeing of children. 
Women, constrained in the sexual act to assume the position 
of object, cannot in the context of the permissive discourse 
assume a subject position to effect a have/hold outcome. 
Men resist the position of object because they resist 
feelings and especially the vulnerable feeling of needing 
someone who will provide reliable support. They resist, as 
Hollway suggests, wanting a mother, even though in fact they 
do (see below). The common understanding is that "ex¬ 
pressing feelings is weak, feminine, and in contra¬ 
distinction to men's rationality" [1984a, p. 253]. Men 
understand their desire as a desire for sex, and women 
understand theirs as a desire for supportive and lasting 
relationship, but both are desires constructed by 
assumptions -- by discourses -- that overwrite gendered 
behaviors on the apparently basic human need for connection 
to others. 
Theorizing Subjectivity 
Hollway's voice in the poststructural project is 
important because she highlights the "gap" in theory brought 
about by the deconstruction of the autonomous rational self 
[see 1989, p. 47]. Walkerdine's work is lacking in this 
regard. In several of the essays included in Schoolgirl 
Fictions (see especially, for example, 1990g), it is clear 
that she assumes a person -- someone feeling and deciding -- 
in the context of multiple subjectivities, but she stresses 
the idea of multiplicity and does not theorize the operation 
of choice. Chris Weedon [1987] similarly makes it clear 
that change is possible, both in an individual life and in 
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the larger political arena of a patriarchal order; indeed, 
the intent of her work is to theorize the possibility and 
the means of change, which rely on the presence of subject 
as agent -- if not "author" -- in discursive practices. She 
says at one point: 
Although the subject in poststructuralism is 
socially constructed in discursive practices, she 
none the less exists as a thinking, feeling 
subject and social agent, capable of resistance 
and innovations produced out of the clash between 
contradictory subject positions and practices. 
She is also a subject able to reflect upon the 
discursive relations which constitute her and the 
society in which she lives, and able to choose 
from the options available, [p. 125] 
Because "the individual is always the site of conflicting 
forms of subjectivity," change is always possible: we may 
resist the implications of alternative discourses or "as we 
move out of familiar circles, through education or politics, 
for example, we may be exposed to alternative ways of 
constituting the meaning of our experience which seem to 
address our interests more directly" [p. 33]. Being 
receptive to the notion that "what have been experienced as 
personal feelings are socially produced conflicts and 
contradictions shared by many women...can lead to a 
rewriting of personal experience in terms which give it 
social, changeable causes" [p. 33]. Weedon outlines various 
sites for such a re-vision of personal experience, but she 
does not try to analyze precisely what happens at such a 
point of change nor does she look for what Hollway calls the 
"motive" for negotiation of power in human relations, what 
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in other words may be at the core of agency, of the self, of 
subjectivity, of identity -- whatever name we may choose to 
apply to the something-or-other that makes one an 
individual. 
Hollway [1989] presses ahead on both these points: the 
mechanism and the motive. Borrowing terms from Lacan (and 
Jakobson), she theorizes an intersection within each 
individual of the social (metonymic axis) and the personal 
(metaphoric axis): 
On the metonymic axis, signification may reproduce 
language or discourse which is normal for the 
(sub)culture....But on the metaphoric axis, 
signification is unique to each person, because at 
every point in their history, meanings have been 
invested by desire. [1989, p. 84] 
The following description very much simplifies Hollway's 
account: specific language transactions reflect where the 
shifting intersection of axes is stuck at any one moment; 
our "selves" reflect our experience of a multitude of such 
intersections in the time of our lives. We are, then, both 
one and many: the intersection at one moment, and the 
accumulation of such intersections over time. 
Power is always an issue where the social and personal 
intersect, and Hollway theorizes what happens at that point 
in the context of heterosexual interactions. She hypo¬ 
thesizes that what motivates the attempt to control what 
happens at the intersection is a drive for power. Hollway 
argues that people take up positions not so much in response 
to desire but in order to gain "enough power in relation to 
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the other to protect their vulnerable selves" [1989, p. 60]. 
Men want dominance in heterosexual relations because they 
are anxious about revealing their need for "unconditional 
love" (the "Other/mother") [1984b, p. 68].^ Sexist 
discourse has persuaded men to obscure their need for 
connection by transferring it to a need for sex. Women, 
whose power in heterosexual relations relies on their 
ability to expose the real need of men (and therefore lay 
bare their weakness and vulnerability) [Hollway, 1984b], 
have been persuaded to satisfy a need for connection 
primarily through heterosexual commitment (Walkerdine's 
"fiction of the prince"). Hollway concludes that anxiety to 
protect the vulnerable self "provides a continuous... motive 
for the negotiation of power in relations" [1989, p. 85]. 
In all this, however, I want to underscore the idea of 
some kind of agent able to act in the context of a post- 
structural emphasis on multiple subjectivities formed by 
external forces. To read onto poststructural theory an 
absence of self is, I believe, in error. Poststructuralists 
intend rather a redefinition of self. In my view, Hollway’s 
account is useful but perhaps unnecessarily complex. It 
does serve, however, to amplify Weedon's description of 
"self" as cumulative discourse history, in which who we are 
is shaped by meaning-infused (both spoken and unspoken) 
interactions which begin at the first moment of life. We 
have both choice and no choice about that shaping process. 
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for we cannot always control what we perceive nor can we 
always consciously control how we will respond. But we can 
change our discursive history; as Weedon says, "the 
individual who has a memory and an already discursively 
constituted sense of identity" may resist or "produce new 
versions of meaning" at any point [p. 106]. The post- 
structural view indeed is that our selves have the power to 
make change; we can change "our subjectivity by positioning 
ourselves in alternative discourses which we produce 
together" [Hollway, 1989, p. 43]. It may be that what is 
needed for change is the collaboration of a discourse 
community within which new meanings or new interpretations 
of the language which shapes us can be worked out, within 
which, to use Weedon's phrasing, we may "transform the 
meaning of experience by bringing a different set of 
assumptions to bear on it" [p. 85]. We shall see later how 
this began to happen for the women who are my case studies. 
Susan Hekman [1991] has helped me to understand further 
the poststructural perspective on subjectivity. She 
reiterates in a feminist context the key question in regard 
to deconstructing the Cartesian self: if we set aside the 
"constituting" self which directs its own destiny and 
replace it with a "constituted" subject shaped by social 
forces, what happens to agency and especially what happens 
to resistance? Is the self only "a social dupe" [p. 47]? 
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Hekman explains Julia Kristeva's theorizing of 
subjectivity (on which Weedon also relies and which I am 
reducing here to a quite simplistic rendering) in which a 
tension between the symbolic (overt) and semiotic 
("irreducible” to language) operates to subvert the 
constructionist aspects of discourse: 
The signifying process that constitutes the 
subject, [Kristeva] asserts, is always constituted 
by the dialectical relationship between the two 
elements. She argues that the different ways in 
which this dialectic is played out will result in 
a different form of discourse and, hence, a 
different constitution of the subject, [p. 55] 
Hekman's explanation of the development of subjectivity 
through the influence of "multiple forces" in the operations 
of language helps to make more comprehensible the way in 
which the "self" is both one and many. It also shows how 
subversion occurs: in the little spaces within the language 
which shapes us, but which we also use for our own purposes: 
In any social context multiple forces are at work 
on any given subject, and thus determination is 
never unitary. The point of these observations is 
that the result of the forces that create 
subjectivity is not a seamless whole. There are 
gaps and ambiguities within the interstices of 
language that prevent a uniform determination of 
subjectivity. It is these gaps and these 
ambiguities that create the possibility for both 
change and resistance, [p. 59] 
Hekman goes on to compare the development of subjectivity to 
learning a new language; mastery of language, she points 
out, includes the ability to be creative within the 
constraints of grammar rules and vocabulary. 
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I find her metaphor useful in the context of the idea 
of self as discursive history: the ability to "be creative" 
within the constraints of the imposed desires is the source 
of resistance to those desires, the source of alternative 
discourses. One might extend Hekman's comparison to see 
subjectivity as one's "native tongue," and alternative 
discourse then as learning a new and additional language; 
one becomes in a sense bilingual, able to operate in several 
cultures. This indeed may be what Kristeva intends by 
"subversion": women are double agents within a phal1ocentric 
society. Learning new language may occur, it seems to me, 
unwittingly by a sudden, perhaps unplanned, immersion in a 
foreign culture, or intentionally, by seeking and committing 
to memory a new grammar and vocabulary. But again, what is 
important is to understand the development of subjectivity 
(of self, in other words) as a process. This is in fact at 
the heart of Weedon's argument for a feminist poststruc¬ 
turalism: subjectivity is cumulative and never fixed, shaped 
by multiple and contradictory discourses but always 
encompassing a potential for resistance and for substantive 
change in how experiences are interpreted and given meaning. 
The Struggle to Find Alternative Discourses 
Michel Foucault, in a lecture reprinted as "The 
discourse on language" [1972], says: 
Education may well be...the instrument whereby 
every individual, in a society like our own, can 
gain access to any kind of discourse. But we well 
know that in its distribution, in what it permits 
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and in what it prevents, it follows the well- 
trodden battle-lines of social conflict. Every 
educational system is a political means of 
maintaining or of modifying the appropriation of 
discourse, with the knowledge and the powers it 
carries with it. [p. 227] 
With regard to girls, "education" must be broadly defined to 
include the variety of texts which exist outside as well as 
inside the classroom. Popular culture and the unspoken 
edicts of family and society shape for girls a discourse of 
feminine expectations. Their mothers and grandmothers teach 
them what it means to be a woman, and stories [see Gilbert, 
1991] told orally and in books remind them that their lives 
are about a search for love, a search for someone who will 
"be there" forever. To quote from one of hundreds of 
romance novels, so much for dreams [Grant, 1990], part of 
the "Harlequin Presents" series: 
Always ... forever. Never again the cold 
certainty that she was alone in the world. Loving 
made them one. Home. Children. Forever [p. 145, 
ellipsis in original]. 
"Education" in the passage from Foucault above refers, 
however, to formal education. In school, a variety of texts 
-- literally meant, as in basal readers, and more broadly 
interpreted to include, for example, readable "texts" of 
teacher behavior and expectations [See Walkerdine, 1990b and 
1990e] -- reinforce the social construction of femininity as 
shaped by what Janice Raymond [1986] calls "hetero-reality," 
the expectation that everything in a woman's (girl's) life 
will be measured by her acceptability to men (boys). School 
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"follows the well-trodden battle-lines of social conflict" 
by reinforcing prescribed life goals as well as by regu¬ 
lating distribution of kinds of discourse. Girls are, for 
example, subtly steered away from the study of science and 
mathematics so that their access to the more powerful 
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discourses of modern society is curtailed. The political 
purpose, of course, is the maintenance of gender divisions 
intended to push girls toward use of their reproductive 
capabilities and reserve the world of productive work for 
men [see Walkerdine, 1990e, p. 137]. 
Recent studies sponsored by the American Association of 
University Women [1991 and 1992] suggest that girls suffer a 
significant loss of self-esteem between the ages of 
approximately 9 and 15. This study supports what Carol 
Gilligan has found in her work with girls at the Laurel and 
Emma Willard Schools: that girls in adolescence "struggle to 
resist the loss of psychological strengths and a conception 
of themselves they had previously possessed" [Winkler, 
1990]. 
Walkerdine's analysis of how girls’ performance in 
school is "read" as never quite good enough is involved in 
explaining the sudden shift in self-esteem repeatedly found 
by researchers (including Walkerdine herself; see 1989 and 
1990e). As girls reach puberty, the insistent push to "act 
like a girl" crosscuts evaluative assumptions: "In the 
academic scenario it appears that the fantasy of femininity 
is kept in place by the discursive truths which define and 
regulate the evaluation of women's performance. The 
struggle both to perform academically and to perform as 
feminine must seem at times almost impossible" [1990e, p. 
144; see also 1990b]. As the pressure to be "feminine" 
becomes more insistent, the sense of splitting which 
Walkerdine has described becomes increasingly intense; some 
students will seek to escape contradiction by dropping out, 
disavowing utterly the academic side of the split. 
Undeniably, adolescence is for girls and boys a time of 
confronting, of struggling with, the insistent presence of 
the sexual. For both boys and girls, puberty heightens the 
contradictions between the school's one-dimensional vision 
of a cognitive subject and other complex fears and desires. 
Walkerdine [1990c] emphasizes that neither boys nor girls 
take on sexual identity easily or effortlessly. ",..[T]he 
construction of femininity and masculinity [is] not fixed or 
appropriated, but struggled over in a complex relational 
dynamic" [p. 105], which centers on relations within the 
30 family, as psychoanalytic accounts suggest. 
Resolution for girls -- or assistance in the struggle 
-- cannot come about, as a rationalist approach would imply, 
simply by presenting a new set of signs, substituting 
nontraditional female images for the usual domestic scenes 
in basal readers, for example. The construction of the 
feminine relies on an elaborate production of fictions that 
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imply the possibility of resolving conflict by "the 
achievement of femininity and heterosexuality" [1990c, p. 
99], in which a "longing to be made safe" [1990d, p. 130], 
that in fact silences women, will be satisfied. The 
possibility of "alternative fictions" must "engage with the 
relational dynamic" and examine directly the fears and 
desires, the "paranoias" and "politics" [1990e, p. 145] that 
are inherent in everyday practices. 
What alternative fictions are possible and how may they 
be created? What alternative discourse can emerge or how 
may it be taught? How can contradictions in the rationalist 
practice of schooling be mitigated and school become a place 
where struggles around who-I-am are eased rather than 
exacerbated? Can school be involved in examining the 
"relational dynamic" in students' lives -- including their 
family relationships, their relationships with each other, 
and their relationship with voices represented by the 
disciplines in the academic project -- and so help them find 
a way around or beyond apparent contradictions? 
Given the minimal effect that any individual may have 
on reshaping the macro discourses of society or on revising 
the premises on which our educational system operates, the 
best that a feminist teacher may be able to do is reshape 
the practices in her or his own classroom to open access to 
alternative discourse for girls. Foucault's suggestions 
[1972] about how we may challenge our fears of the powers of 
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discourse set the parameters of such an enterprise. Alter¬ 
native discourse would resist first of all the "will to 
truth," the pervasive ideology of objectivity, and permit 
the validity of subjective or revised collective judgment 
about what is right or best. It would refuse transparency 
of meaning -- in Foucault’s words, "abolish the sovereignty 
of the signifier" -- and rely rather on human connectedness 
to establish priority and meaning. Its usefulness would 
depend on understanding language as "event," having "real 
and material effects," so that new ways of speaking can 
counter hegemonic discourse in an individual life to con¬ 
struct a new reality and bring about change. 
Gilbert’s Perspective on Alternative Discourse 
Pam Gilbert's work on writing [1988, 1989, 1991] by 
young students extends the caution that sexist practices in 
the classroom are not substantively changed by the 
introduction of a few non-traditional images of women. 
Current models of the writing classroom which offer students 
an opportunity to "own" their compositions more fully by 
free choice of topic and celebration of authorship are 
based, she warns, on the model of a stable self which exists 
essentially apart from society. A facile notion of indi¬ 
vidual self-expression in writing as a kind of "letting out" 
of preformed ideas to provide an avenue to liberation 
ignores the fact that the "self" is gendered and so con¬ 
strained in the choice of both subject matter and genre. 
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Story writing in school, she points out, "may con¬ 
tribute in quite significant ways to the entrenchment of 
stereotypical gender positions in classrooms" [1991, p. 14]. 
To accept uncritically and unquestioningly girls’ reliance 
on romance narratives, for example, in their writing is to 
reinforce a stereotypic view of life choice and indeed 
positions girls as "inferior" because their chosen genre is 
devalued. "However," Gilbert says, "many of their texts can 
be read as the site of an uneasy adoption of such values, 
and a seeking for other ways to construct their experiences 
of being women" [1991, p. 21]. The possibility that girls 
might resist stereotypic images in reading both their own 
and other texts requires, Gilbert suggests, "the necessary 
gendered history which will allow them to read...in positive 
and affirming ways" [p. 22]. We will see in Chapter 5 that 
writing against the background of a feminist agenda in The 
Program became for the young women there a means of trying 
out alternative subject positions as they looked at personal 
experience from a new perspective in an all-female language 
community. 
Self and Mutuality in Jean Baker Miller 
Traditional Concepts of "Self" and "Power" Denied 
Because I became familiar with Jean Baker Miller’s work 
long before I encountered poststructuralism, and because of 
its greater accessibility for the general reader, it 
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provided a useful background -- as well as specific 
"curriculum” -- as The Program evolved. I will attempt here 
a quick summary of Miller's work and suggest some ways in 
which it counterpoints poststructural (Walkerdine's 
primarily) analysis. 
In her 1976 volume Toward a New Psychology of Women, 
which she revised in 1986 [1986b], Miller articulated a 
perspective on human development which begins in certain 
core concepts revealed in the discoveries of psychoanalysis. 
First, "whatever 'is' originated in conflict and continues 
to operate in conflict" [p. 125-6]. "Growth requires 
[conflict, or the] engagement with difference and with 
people embodying that difference" [p. 13], an engagement 
which Walkerdine and her colleagues would call negotiation 
of power positions. In an unequal society, conflict has 
been driven underground, repressed, or made to seem 
something other than it is; it may appear, for example, as 
illness, as in the stereotypic 19th century female complaint 
of hysterical paralysis. Walkerdine also speaks [1985] of 
the way in which conflict has disappeared, transformed, she 
says, into rational argument, the language of the academy. 
According to Miller, how we have traditionally dealt 
with conflict (or, more accurately, failed to deal with it) 
is intimately tied to an historically and culturally 
specific conceptualization of power. Her focus is on the 
male-female relation of dominance and subordination in our 
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society, and she points to an understanding of power as the 
sole possession of one group -- men, especially white men -- 
who have dominated those not of their group by both overt 
and covert regulation. The covert means -- in Miller's as 
in Walkerdine's analysis -- involves a particular under¬ 
standing of human development in which the goal of 
rationality is achieved by the exclusion of feelings, 
especially feelings of vulnerability: "our very basic model 
of the human mind [reflected in psychological theory] is one 
in which emotional weaknesses are said to be crucially dealt 
with and almost rigidly fixed in the early years of infancy" 
[1986b, p. 38]. Our understanding of human nature sees the 
self striving for autonomy and its own individual enhance¬ 
ment, for power defined as "power over." We perceive 
mankind as "basically self-seeking, competitive, aggressive, 
and destructive" [p. 70]. Such a view. Miller points out, 
completely overlooks "the fact that millions of people (most 
of them women) have spent millions of hours for hundreds of 
years giving their utmost to millions of others" [p. 70]. 
Such a view defines mankind by man, by man socially and 
culturally constructed in our time, but not necessarily for 
all time. 
In order for the dominant model of self to work as an 
unquestioned common sense truth, subordinates must 
internalize positions assigned to them by the dominant 
group. Subordinates participate in the dominant definition 
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of what is valuable. Western society values the executive 
and managerial functions, and relegates manual labor to 
marginalized groups, defined by race and class as well as 
gender -- women and lower class men. Walkerdine likewise 
argues that the root of class and gender-based oppressions 
is this separation of manual from mental labor in which the 
latter is privileged [1986b and 1990g]. By perforce 
accepting the jobs assigned and the dominant society’s 
devaluation of those jobs, subordinates understand their 
very personhood as less valuable. This acceptance does not 
come, however, without struggle: the painful and self¬ 
destructive struggle of containing, or repressing, anger, 
which subordinates are not permitted to express openly and 
which women have refused to allow themselves even to feel 
[Bernardez, 1988, and Miller, 1983.] Thus conflict is 
denied, or more accurately, "rigged,” so that when it 
chances to emerge, it is conducted solely in terms set by 
the dominant group. 
The Idea of "Self-in-relation" 
Women have participated in the suppression of conflict: 
the economic and supposed psychological dependency assigned 
to them has been generally internalized to a self-definition 
of passivity and the acceptance of things as they are as the 
way they are meant to be. Women have colluded in a social 
structure which "forces men to center on themselves" [1986b, 
p.70] and women to subsume their own needs in caring for 
71 
others. In this, women are persuaded indeed that they 
cannot achieve a fully articulated "self" in the dominant 
model. Miller does not intend an essentialist definition of 
women, however, but suggests that their experience of 
finding self-worth through participation in the development 
of others means that it may be possible for all humans to 
behave more altruistically. She says at one point: 
What I do see is that our dominant society is a 
very imperfect one. It is a low-level, primitive 
organization built on an exceedingly restricted 
conception of the total human potential. It holds 
up narrow and ultimately destructive goals for the 
dominant group and attempts to deny vast areas of 
life [1986b, p. 47]. 
"We have reached the end of the road that is built on the 
set of traits held out for male identity," Miller says, and 
she argues that some framework of human interdependence is 
necessary. 
For this (political) reason. Miller posits a new model 
of self which has come to be called "self-in-relation" and 
which is based on the understanding that "we all need both 
ourselves and each other" [1986b, p. 70]. In such a model, 
growth involves not separation moving toward autonomy, but 
the ability to sustain increasing connectedness, in which a 
territory for the self is nonetheless preserved. It is 
self-in-relation, a dynamic self growing in "synchrony" with 
and in response to shifting relationships [Surrey, 1985]. 
Miller’s model is like Hollway's in its emphasis on con¬ 
nectedness and change; it posits, however, a self more 
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willing than Hollway's to share power, to permit the 
exposure of vulnerability. This may well be because it is 
grounded in the reported experiences of women. 
Miller’s Concept of Mutuality 
Pointing to the ability of women to enhance others' 
growth. Miller suggests the possibility for al1 people of 
relationships which are actively negotiated to be "growth- 
fostering," "mutually empowering," or "mutually enhancing" 
[Surrey, 1987; Miller, 1986a and 1988]. In this, she offers 
a means of redrawing power relations at specific sites of 
interaction. As women work toward undoing a social con¬ 
struction by which "to be like a woman is almost to be 
nothing" [1986b, p. 71], Miller suggests, they inevitably 
will reveal conflict and in the process redraw its rules. 
Dominant/subordinate conflict, which has enabled men to hide 
or displace feelings of weakness and vulnerability, requires 
that there be a winner-take-al1 outcome, usually favoring 
the dominant; but another kind of conflict may be modeled on 
that of caretaker and infant, conflict which produces growth 
-- which is defined as "the creation of a new state in each 
person... somewhat different from what either of them 
'intended'" [1986b, p. 128-9]. 
As a result of the interaction, both parties will 
change, but each in different ways and at a 
different rate. Out of a myriad of such 
interactions -- conflicts repeated over and over 
and in slightly different ways -- each person 
develops a new conception of what she/he is. This 
continually new conception in turn forms a 
73 <r 
subsequent new desire; new action will flow from 
the desire. [1986b, p. 129, emphasis in original] 
And so on and on, for living means constantly working 
through conflicts, which spring from a human desire for 
connection. In the process, one's self is constantly re¬ 
created through continual and varied interactions. 
Miller suggests that in this new conception of growth, 
power may be redefined as "the capacity to produce a change" 
[1982, p. 2]. In dyadic human interactions, then, both 
parties may come out as winners by effecting change in each 
other. She outlines five dimensions of growth within such 
an interaction: 
Each person feels a greater sense of 'zest' 
(vitality, energy). 
Each person feels more able to act and does act. 
Each person has a more accurate picture of 
her/himself and the other person(s). 
Each person feels a greater sense of worth. 
Each person feels more connected to the other 
person(s) and a greater motivation for connections 
with other people beyond those in the specific 
relationship. [1982, p.3] 
In interactions within a group, power may emerge as the 
ability to act together, a sense of "power with." Janet 
Surrey [1987] proposes a definition of "psychological 
empowerment as: the motivation, freedom, and capacity to act 
purposefully, with the mobilization of energies, resources, 
strengths, or powers of each person through a mutual, re¬ 
lational process" [p. 3]. The notion here is that one may 
"participate in interaction in such a way that one 
simultaneously enhances the powers of others and one’s own” 
[p. 3, emphasis in original]. 
Mutuality implies not the repression of conflict but 
its encouragement, not the pathologization of difference but 
its celebration. Mutuality suggests a reality, rather than 
a fiction, of equality in which "each person's experience is 
recognized and granted full value" [Miller, 1986a, p. 16] in 
a community of multifaceted, complex, even contradictory 
individuals who will grant each other's differences and 
variety. 
Miller points out that in our society mutually 
enhancing relationships may not yet be possible between men 
and women. Women, Miller suggests, may have to develop this 
potential for a different power among themselves. Walker- 
dine notes, however, that in a world shaped by the "fiction 
of the prince" mutually enhancing relationships are not 
always possible even among women. The central project of 
"getting a man is constantly threatened by others with the 
same designs. So feelings of insecurity [and mutual 
distrust] are constantly produced" [1990c, p. 99]. This is 
the regulatory project of separation in operation, which, 
Paul Willis [1977] points out, is crucial to control in the 
capitalist democratic society [see p. 146]. Men and women 
are kept apart by the "ideological division of labor" [p. 
149] for fear of class upheaval; women are kept apart from 
women for fear of a fantasy that they (the Other) will 
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somehow erode or seize the hegemonic power [Walkerdine 1990d 
and 1990e]. 
In the 1990 session of The Program, we used Miller’s 
outline of mutual enhancement to discuss the possibility of 
shifting relational dynamics particularly in heterosexual 
interactions. The effects of addressing issues of power in 
relationships directly in the classroom will be examined in 
Chapter 5. 
Other Perspectives 
The Idea of Community in Women's Literature 
It is true that resistance flourishes in community. 
Hollway reiterates this notion in her statement that we can 
change subjectivity "through positioning ourselves in 
discourses which we produce together" (cited above, emphasis 
added). Chris Weedon points out that "[in] the feminist 
practice of consciousness-raising...[the] very process of 
sharing experience with other women leads to recognition 
that the terms in which we understand things are not fixed" 
[1987, p. 85]. In their lives over time and around the 
world, women have found support in each other and understood 
together the play of power in their lives. By transforming 
the idea of power among themselves, women have often gained 
a new energy for negotiation in "the real world." The 
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narratives in literature and tradition are many. 
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The idea of women coming together to resist the 
hegemonic discourse is a theme often repeated in recent 
decades. Its expression ranges from the establishment of 
academic women’s studies programs and departments to the 
annual "We Won’t Go Back" reproductive freedom march on 
Washington to small gatherings of a few women such as the 
writing collective which Pat Schneider and Mary Clare Powell 
guided in Chicopee, Massachusetts [see Schneider, 1989]. 
The spirit behind such efforts is described by Sandra 
Zagarell [1982] in the context of 19th century America, when 
a feminine "communitarian ethic" defined liberty "from a 
woman's perspective... not [as] the capacity for individual 
development...but the commitment to principled action on 
behalf of others who are, like oneself, enchained" [p. 238]. 
Zagarell's hope for a new configuration of the women’s 
movement would be founded on a commitment to interdependence 
which takes its strength from "a deep and abiding kinship" 
among women of all races and classes. 
Thus our goal in The Program of building a sense of 
group solidarity can be seen as having a feminist historical 
and theoretical base (as well as a pedagogical one in terms 
of writing: see section on Elbow below). There is no 
question that trying out alternative discourse -- resisting 
"stereotypical gendered subjectivity," as Pam Gilbert puts 
it [1991, p. 16] -- requires a safe and supportive environ¬ 
ment, a "discourse community" of people who can honor each 
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other's attempts to use language differently and rehearse 
new subject positions. 
The Issue of Language in Feminist Theory 
Jean Baker Miller comments in her introduction to the 
1986 revision of Toward a New Psychology of Women on the 
difficulty of finding "new words" in order to shape "new 
assumptions" about human nature [p. xxi]. At another point 
[1986a, p. 22], she speaks of the ways in which women's 
experience tends to be expressed by negatives and of the 
need to search out "good common language" by which that 
experience may be shared. Again and again in feminist 
literature and criticism this theme emerges: that women are 
silenced or forced to self-denigration by a language that 
does not belong to them but is imposed by male appropriation 
of power in discourse [See, for example, Belenky et al., 
1986; Friere, 1985; Gilligan, 1982; LeGuin, 1989; Rich, 
1979; Ruddick, 1977; Spender, 1980; Walkerdine, 1989, 1990d; 
Weedon, 1987]. 
The need for women to realize somehow the "dream of a 
common language" [Rich, 1978] is a constant theme in 
feminist writings. As Patrocinio Schweickart expresses it 
[1988], "Feminist reading and writing alike are grounded in 
the interest of producing a community of feminist readers 
and writers, and in the hope that ultimately this community 
will expand to include everyone" [p. 56]. Differences arise 
among theorists, however, about the source and development 
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of a language of women. At their base, these differences 
hinge on the question of whether or not language and 
experience can be separated [see Draine, 1989] and whether 
or not getting beyond silence requires simply a voice, even 
the sound of a scream, or an entirely new formulation of how 
we speak. Those arguing the latter include the French 
feminists Luce Irigaray [1980] and Helene Cixous [1976], who 
would invent a language founded in female anatomy and 
sexuality; and Americans Mary Daly [1978], Rachel Blau 
duPlessis [1990], and Susan Griffin [1978], whose inventions 
seek to connect overtly with the irrational, the sub¬ 
conscious, or the wild, territories that have been assigned 
to women by a phal1ocentric order which constantly fears, as 
Valerie Walkerdine points out [1985], loss of control in the 
symbolic realm. Such radical formulations intend to 
transform what has been defined as pathological to measures 
of strength. 
Others feminists (and into this group fall many 
American writers, who have been characterized -- and 
criticized -- as pragmatic) argue that a language of women 
already exists: in fact, women have at least three tongues, 
the language of silence, the language of the everyday, and 
the language of stories. The eloquence of silence and the 
power of stories are brought into focus by Susan Gubar, in 
her reflections on a story by Isak Dinesen [1985]. She 
notes that male culture has allowed women a visible, silent, 
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provocative, voice: for women ’’the body [has been] the only 
accessible medium for self-expression" [p. 296], body as 
source of procreation and body as work of art. "The Blank 
Page" of Dinesen's title is perceived as the ultimate 
resistance to a particular sexual slavery33: "Thus, in 
terms of the patriarchal identification of women with 
blankness and passivity...Dinesen's blank page becomes 
radically subversive, the result of one woman's defiance 
which must have cost either her life or her honor. Not a 
sign of innocence or purity or passivity, this blank page is 
a mysterious but potent act of resistance" [p. 304]. But in 
the story, silence is subsumed by narrative or becomes 
narrative: "[L]ook at this page," the narrator says, "and 
recognize the wisdom of my grandmother and all old story¬ 
telling women!" [Dinesen, 1957].34 
The tongue of everyday experience is at the center of 
Annette Kolodny's reading [1985] of the early 20th century 
story by Susan Glaspell entitled "A Jury of Her Peers." 
This story, Kolodny points out, suggests that women speak a 
common language through the subculture of their work. 
Ursula Le Guin [1989] has described this "mother tongue" of 
daily life: "language not as mere communication but as 
relation, relationship. It connects. It goes two ways, 
many ways, an exchange, a network. Its power is not in 
dividing but in binding, not in distancing but in uniting" 
[p. 149], Women have folded into this language all those 
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whom they have loved -- and hated -- as Le Guin makes clear 
in her list of examples: ’’John have you got your umbrella I 
think it's going to rain. Can you come play with me? If I 
told you once I told you a hundred times. Things here just 
aren't the same without Mother, I will now sign your 
affectionate brother James...." [p. 150]. Le Guin argues 
for a way of speaking and writing that will connect women 
not only to each other but to their brothers and lovers as 
well: "We can all talk mother tongue, we can all talk father 
tongue [the language of public places in her charac¬ 
terization, including school language], and together we can 
try to hear and speak that language which may be our truest 
way of being in the world, we who speak for a world that has 
no words but ours" [p. 159]. 
Mary Belenky and her colleagues [1986], Janet Emig 
[1971], Carolyn Heilbrun [1986], Evelyn Fox Keller [1983], 
and Jean Baker Miller [1986b] argue, directly and/or by 
example, that women, already using the "mother tongue" of 
particularity and narrative, are now finding ways to extend 
its application to science and critical analysis. In an 
emphasis on the particular, on individual stories, 
"pragmatic" American feminist thought connects with the 
poststructural project in its examination of those points 
where competing discourse practices intersect at the level 
of lives lived, where the "real and material effects" of 
language take their oppressive toll. 
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Poststructuralists -- Chris Weedon, for example 
[1987] -- criticize feminist inventions such as those 
described above primarily on the ground of their under¬ 
standing of experience as prior to, separate from, and 
expressed in language. They ignore the effects of language 
and the power relations inherent in language as it 
constitutes experience and subjectivity. Nonetheless, as 
Weedon points out, such inventions "can offer the discursive 
space from which the individual can resist dominant subject 
positions" [p. 111]. 
Resistance to the dominant at the level of the 
individual subject is the first stage in the 
production of alternative forms of knowledge or 
where such alternatives already exist, of winning 
individuals over to these discourses and gradually 
increasing their social power, [p. Ill] 
The possibility of individual or collective agency in 
challenging dominant discursive practices is crucial to the 
potential for transformative action within poststruc¬ 
turalism. The effects of discourse are not permanent nor 
immutable; the subjectivity shaped by discourse is 
"reconstituted... each time we think or speak" [Weedon, p. 
33]. Because to speak is to adopt a position within 
relations of power, language is constantly the "site of 
political struggle" [p. 24], the means by which we may "act 
to transform" the world [p. 32]. These comments by Weedon 
recall what I suggested earlier from Hekman's study of Julia 
Kristeva: Kristeva argues that attempts to devise new 
language are beside the point; feminine resistance should 
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rely rather on subversion of the dominant order by exercise 
of the "revolutionary potential" within every subject to 
"undermine the basis of the subjectivity of its predecessor" 
[Hekman, 1991, p. 55]. Women, in other words, should use 
existing language to pull the rug from under business-as- 
usual. 
Valerie Walkerdine, in her essay "On the Regulation of 
Speaking and Silence" [1985], points out that "the issue of 
silence and speaking is not a simple matter of presence or 
absence, a suppression versus enabling." What is important 
is "what can be spoken, how and in what circumstances" [p. 
205]. She suggests in this essay the possibility 
especially for "good girls" who do not dare other sites of 
challenge -- of "bids for power" in the "relatively 
privatised act of writing" in an academic setting [p. 231]. 
In this she seems to mean the writing of critical or 
analytical papers -- the sort of writing which James Britton 
terms "transactional" [1975] -- and she points out that in 
such writing, girls again produce the "right answer" in the 
"wrong way," by hard work rather than "brilliance." 
Writing’s Potential for Resisting the Dominant Discourse 
Walkerdine's mention of writing here is too brief and 
too narrow; she suggests but does not explore or exploit 
writing’s potential as a site of struggle or resistance. 
Yet in her recent book Schoolgirl Fictions [1990a], she 
offers a glimpse of what a kind of writing other than 
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"academic discourse" has been for her: a means of examining 
positions in discursive practices, a way of reconstituting 
subjectivity by the expression of anger, frustrations, and 
confusions arising in the relational dynamics of an 
individual life, a means of challenging and rearranging the 
effects of social discourses. This is writing which begins 
in the personal and regards the world around from newly 
attempted subject positions, a kind of writing which has 
clearly been useful to her but which she does not explicitly 
suggest for others. 
Both Weedon and Walkerdine confine their poststructural 
consideration of texts to a focus on reading -- or viewing 
(both explore the effects of movies and television, for 
example) -- but withhold or ignore the potential trans¬ 
formative effects of writing. This is a grave omission, in 
my view, and a curious one. They both are writers -- and 
Walkerdine is (by the testimony of several bits in 
Schoolgirl Fictions) a journal writer; but they do not 
examine the effects of writing on their own resistance to 
dominant discourses nor extend it as a medium for action to 
others. Gilbert's work (cited above) alone among post- 
structural texts (at least in my readings) challenges us to 
close interrogation of classroom practices in the teaching 
of writing by urging a reexamination of the hidden 
assumptions and effects in "personal" writing. On the basis 
of my own experience, I am convinced of the importance of 
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creating text as a means of challenging the discursive 
constitution of subjectivity and of practicing new subject 
positions, and I would argue for its classroom (as well as 
private) potential as a means of understanding and resolving 
the complicated and contradictory situation of girls (and 
boys) in school. I will examine such a use of writing in 
Chapter 5. 
Elbow on Writing and Pedagogy 
The summary of Peter Elbow’s work which follows is 
appended to this review of literature because imitating 
Elbow was the way I "taught” writing in The Program.35 
Application of the pedagogical principles in the teaching of 
writing outlined below provided an environment in which 
alternative discourse emerged in The Program. 
Studying with Peter Elbow -- in a seminar on "voice” 
and in a semester of independent work -- was an important 
experience for me. Never before in school had I felt such a 
positive sense of myself as a writer and scholar. At the 
time I merely enjoyed it; each day I seemed to grow a little 
stronger, stand a little straighter, feel a little more 
courageous. I attributed my growth mainly to myself; yet I 
knew too that there was something about this teacher, 
something I wanted to emulate in my own teaching if I could 
and if I could discover what it was, how he did it. How 
could he guide and suggest, feel like a teacher, but still 
at the same time like a colleague, a friend? I could trust 
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him as a person, but I could also trust his judgment: 
especially I enjoyed his comments of praise, "This is 
strong, this is important stuff." 
Later, as I explored his reflections on the writing and 
teaching processes, I began to uncover the theoretical base 
on which Elbow operates with students and in his own work. 
In a recent essay [1990], he reiterates three central 
tenets, the themes woven through his advice and meditations 
over the years since Writing Without Teachers [1973]: "group 
work;" "the believing game" (or "methodological belief"); 
and "private writing and freewriting." It troubles me to 
borrow his list intact like that, for it seems to me that 
the believing game should be first; it is the root to which 
everything else -- including Elbow's manner in the classroom 
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-- is attached. In the essay appended to Writing 
Without Teachers, he contrasted the believing game to the 
"doubting game," which has long provided the only 
"legitimate" approach to knowledge. The academic 
enterprise has traditionally (since the 17th century at 
least) been founded on receiving new ideas with doubt. We 
hold an idea at arm's length and examine it "critically," by 
which we mean that our intention is to figure out what's 
wrong with it. We evaluate an idea "objectively," by which 
we mean that feelings are set aside and judgment is 
(supposedly) completely and purely rational: the "self" is 
withdrawn from the evaluation process. 
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Elbow proposes that while such an approach is useful 
for certain purposes, it may provide only partial answers. 
Another, equally rigorous, way to receive new ideas is to 
play the "believing game," to begin by giving every idea 
"energy, attention, and even a kind of commitment" [1973, p. 
149]. He suggests "trying to get inside the head of someone 
who saw things this way." The believing game requires not 
the removal of self from the process, but rather a "genuine 
giving of self," as Elbow puts it. 
The doubting perspective, which is at the heart of what 
we have learned to call "scientific method," has informed 
our ideas about the teaching and learning processes for 
centuries, beginning indeed with Socrates. The basis for 
its "monopoly on legitimacy in our culture" [1973, p. 150] 
is twofold: our sense that "truth" is discovered by use of 
only our rational faculties, and our conception of language 
as (to use a word borrowed from poststructural theory) 
"transparent." We operate as if a word means what it means 
and that's that, forgetting about affective factors such as 
connotations inserted by feelings, changes wrought by use, 
reuse, and misuse, and interpretations that differ because 
of the varying discourse histories people bring to 
conversations. Especially we tend to forget about the 
operations of power; we forget that sometimes "only big 
wheels get to play" [p. 189] because they are the ones who 
make the rules of the game. 
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Several aspects of our application of the doubting game 
in the classroom hamper success in encouraging students to 
write effectively -- and read meaningfully, but I will focus 
in my comments primarily on writing. One of these is the 
notion that there is one right answer -- in the case of 
reading, one right interpretation; in the case of writing, 
one right shape for a "good" paper. Obviously not every "A" 
paper is exactly like every other; we do allow some 
latitude. But in general teachers have ’'graded” papers with 
a model in their minds of what a good paper ought to be with 
regard to mechanics, style, and content. I know that this 
was the way I used to approach student papers: my intent was 
to find things I could "correct” and helpful suggestions I 
could make. 
We often apply this "critical” perspective to our own 
writing, refusing to put a word on paper unless it's the 
"right" word. Elbow's own method for writing and one he 
encourages in his students -- indeed forces them to by in- 
class exercises -- involves abundant use of freewriting. 
Just begin, just speak to the page, and see what comes, even 
if you don't think you have anything to say. What is 
happening in the use of freewriting is that one applies the 
believing game to one’s own work. For me, freewriting 
involves allowing myself not to worry about whether what 
goes down on the paper will be tightly organized, carefully 
thought through, coherent and unified and all those things a 
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"good" paper is supposed to be. Rather I permit myself to 
have confidence about what my mind can do -- even when I 
think it's blank and empty. I like to hold onto the 1973 
essay's notion of the "believing game" rather than the later 
essay's emphasis on "methodological belief" because when 
first attempted the method really feels like playing along: 
in a kind of self-mocking way, one is likely to start by 
saying something like: "OK, Elbow says this is supposed to 
work. So, what the heck? I'll play his silly game." When 
I have required freewriting of students, especially those 
who are very unsure of their writing abilities, they look at 
me as if they are thinking: "Humph. She's crazy, but I'll 
play along." 
What makes freewriting work is that eventually it moves 
beyond a game that one is playing because someone else said 
to: I have found that I begin real 1y to trust my own ideas, 
and often what I want to say emerges as I am trying to say 
it. It was the exercise of trying to believe in myself in 
writing that helped me to grow more confident during my 
several semesters under Elbow's tutelage. After I practiced 
somewhat artificially for a while, I began actually to 
believe in myself and to feel strong and capable. 
Students whose confidence in themselves is at the 
lowest possible ebb have had far too much experience with 
teachers who rely entirely on the doubting game. The women 
who enrolled in The Program were for the most part in this 
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situation. They had hated school and writing because they 
were always being pushed to do it right -- and to do it 
alone. In writing, an important site for developing 
alternative discourses, the idea of community (’’group work") 
is vital. Elbow said in his essay "Exploring My Teaching" 
[1986b]: "I sense everywhere a huge potential desire to be 
heard which the presence of an audience can awaken" [p. 73, 
emphasis in original]. Applying the believing game to the 
teaching of writing means becoming an accepting audience for 
students, affirming what they produce, withholding attention 
to "error," withholding even (at first) any kind of feminist 
critique. After a teacher practices responding rather than 
correcting student writing, she begins really to hear the 
students and discover the profundity and value of what they 
have to say. What they have to say gets better and better - 
- more interesting -- just by virtue of their having been 
heard (perhaps for the first time by a teacher); and how 
they say what they want to say gets better and better -- 
more fluent -- as their pleasure in being heard encourages 
greater attention to their writing. 
In "Exploring My Teaching," Elbow [1986b] is reporting 
on his experiment with offering students complete freedom 
(if there is such a thing, and on this question one might 
look at his essay "The Pedagogy of the Bamboozled" [1986c]) 
in their choice of reading and writing. He was wondering 
how writing skills might improve if students were more fully 
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involved with their topics than is often the case in when 
paper subjects and genres are assigned. One aspect of his 
observations is particularly relevant to what occurred in 
The Program: 
The writing of the students in my course 
improves noticeably. They do not necessarily work 
on the kind of writing that someone else thinks 
they ought to. Few work consistently on critical, 
analytic essays. The majority write explorations 
of their own experience. More poetry than I 
expected. But it is clear they are learning the 
basic elements or atoms for any sort of writing: 
how to work out thoughts and feelings into words; 
how to get words on paper such that the meanings 
get into the reader's head; and how to make the 
effects of those words on a reader more nearly 
what the writer intended. [1986b, p. 74] 
In his experiment with freedom, Elbow was applying the 
believing game to the teaching process. That has become his 
habit in the classroom, though he may not usually offer the 
same latitude of choice in reading and writing that he tried 
at M.I.T. in 1968. 
Almost inevitably it seems to me, when a teacher 
exercises believing in his students, they begin to believe 
in each other, learn to trust each other. Elbow enforced 
this development of a classroom "culture" in the M.I.T. 
experiment -- as he did in my course with him -- by 
requiring that students read (and hear, in my seminar) each 
other's writing. An audience beyond that of just the 
teacher is created by this effort; one begins to think less 
in fact of "what the teacher wants" -- so often the riveting 
question in traditional classrooms -- and more of how to 
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communicate ideas. One begins to shift from writing as a 
kind of performance for a grade or a mysterious stabbing in 
the dark for what will pass with this one, toward a self- 
critical stance that concentrates on substance and clarity 
of expression. The fact of having a broader audience than 
one has been accustomed to in school forces one to direct 
the gaze more intently both to what's outside and to what's 
going on inside one's self -- to both the metonymic and 
metaphoric axes, to use Hollway's terms. Students listen 
more to others in the class, and that encourages them 
(paradoxically perhaps) to pay more attention to what's 
happening in their own brains. In fact, there actually is 
more going on inside because of the effect of ideas 
"cooking" through the interactions among people. 
In Writing Without Teachers. Elbow describes this kind 
of class as "the yogurt model" [p. 139-140]: 
Almost every student and teacher has had the 
experience of being in a learning group that 
finally gets rolling. The group 'takes off' and 
functions at a new and higher level. There is a 
great new force for learning and satisfaction. 
...[A]ny class which really achieves this take-off 
level should see in themselves a precious culture 
to be preserved. Yogurt....[A] learning culture, 
which is probably the strongest aid in 
1 earning.... 
What is particularly important to me in this excerpt is not 
so much the idea of group longevity (which Elbow is 
stressing in the parts I have omitted) but the idea of 
culture: the way yogurt "grows," replenishes its own energy 
from within. In a yogurt class there is an energy of trust 
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that feeds the confidence of participants which increases 
the willingness to trust, and so on. I think we all yearn 
to be with people we can trust, to be in an environment 
where others seem to cherish us and respect our ideas and 
experiences, an environment where everybody is working at 
playing the believing game. We are all, in other words, 
seeking a comfortable, compatible "discourse community." 
Who-we-are is shaped by other people and we need them in 
order to solve the puzzle of self. Our desire in this would 
be better served if we could lay aside contests for power 
and search together, credulously, for alternative discourse. 
In the closing paragraphs of his reflections on Paulo 
Friere's work [1986c], Elbow speaks directly to concerns I 
have raised earlier which are at the heart of the 
poststructural attack on the "common sense" model of self 
and of Miller's proposed model of self-in-relation: 
We reward children and students for being 
autonomous and separated... from the earliest 
possible age. In this way too, we bamboozle them 
and prevent them from growing: make them think 
their problem is lack of courage to be autonomous 
and self-actualized. They are all doing push-ups 
trying to develop the 'courage to be free,' when 
what so many of them lack is the courage to be 
dependent, the courage to be unfree.... 
In trying to come to grips with Friere's book 
and my reactions to it, I am made to discover a 
contradiction at the heart of our culture....We 
preach freedom, but we don't really practice 
it....What is called for is, on the one hand, to 
try to safeguard better the basic freedoms in the 
political and economic realm...but, on the other 
hand, to cease trying for psvchological freedom 
all day every day. We could try, in short, for a 
culture in which people have free choice, yes, in 
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almost any important decision, but also a culture 
that says it's all right at times to choose modes 
of relating that are dependent and non-autonomous. 
We are held back from maturity and autonomy by a 
compulsive refusal to satisfy the less acceptable 
hunger for participation and merging, [p. 97-98, 
emphasis in original] 
It is the response to our need to be unfree, to be 
dependent, that makes a "yogurt model" classroom work. 
People want to get help from each other; they want to be 
heard and to hear others respond to their words and 
feelings. Willingness to play the believing game -- at all 
levels, as an intellectual rigor and as a paradigm of social 
and pedagogical interaction -- provides a means of 
satisfying that profound human desire, one which our 
reliance on the doubting game has forced us to ignore, to 
pretend doesn't exist or doesn't matter. 
Summary of Themes in the Literature 
From the review of literature above, specific themes 
emerge which are examined in the course of my study. Briefly 
stated, these include: 1) the possibility of a redefinition 
of self which acknowledges both the play of power in 
people's lives and the basic human need for connection, and 
in which self is shaped by responding to (or resisting) the 
effects of discourses (expressed largely through rela¬ 
tionships) in one's life; 2) the definition of desire for 
girls and women as it is produced through the operations of 
discourse in society and the effects of competing desires, 
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especially in the tension between the academic and the 
feminine; 3) the possibility of developing "alternative 
discourses" in order to discover new ways of perceiving the 
self and of operating within the "relational dynamic" of 
one’s life; and 4) the role of community in supporting that 
development, which may perhaps be facilitated by writing 
which examines one's life experiences, one’s "discursive 
history" of interactions with others. As will be seen in 
Chapter 3, the four research questions which guided my 
analysis of data in the five case studies emerged from these 
themes. 
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Notes for Chapter 2 
1. Peter Elbow's reflections about language in his essay 
"The doubting game and the believing game: Analysis of the 
intellectual enterprise" [1973], parallel poststructural 
understandings of individual/society interaction to 
establish consensus about meaning. Commenting on the rule- 
driven nature of language and its interpretation, Elbow 
notes that small language communities, which bend the rules 
for their own purposes and particular perspectives, provide 
"fluidity" in the larger speech community and are the source 
of constant change. He also speaks of the way in which 
smaller communities or individuals are caught in a "power 
struggle" among overlapping speech communities (which would, 
in poststructural terms, be called discourse communities). 
See pages 151-157. 
2. So it is that the language of the various "academic 
discourses" tends to limit both questions and answers, as 
Evelyn Fox Keller has suggested of the agenda and language 
of the physical sciences [1985]. 
3. The development and debilitating effects of a western 
tradition of "rationality" -- the growth of a "scientific 
method" to which we defer as the only legitimate definition 
of intellectual process -- are analyzed by Peter Elbow in 
his essay on doubting and believing [1973]. He says: 
Descartes gave us the name 'doubting' or 
'skepticism' for our method. He felt the way to 
proceed to truth was to doubt everything. This 
spirit has remained the central tradition in 
western civilization's notion of the rational 
process, [p. 150] 
4. On the development of a "norm" and the idea of biological 
definition of the self, see Gilligan [1982]; this early 
work, however, retains the notion of a unitary self, 
redefined to contain a feminine "essense." On the effects 
from the point of view of both class and gender of the 
assumption of a male norm in educational practices, see also 
Spender [1982]. 
5. Feminist social scientists point out that these 
categories were established on the basis of results derived 
from entirely male subject samples. Carol Gilligan's work, 
for example, specifically addressed the bias of Lawrence 
Kohlberg's studies of moral behavior, which perceived girls 
as "immature" on a scale based on information derived from 
male respondents. The AAUW report [1992] addresses in some 
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depth the issue of sex bias in test instruments; see pages 
52-57. 
6. I shall as a rule use the term "liberatory pedagogy” to 
refer to the object of Walkerdine's critique. The 
progressivism she intends was described and defended in a 
1972 paper by Lawrence Kohlberg and Rochelle Mayer. What 
they termed "educational progressivism" was founded on the 
work of Dewey and Piaget. Their "cognitive-developmental 
approach" focuses on "the child’s experience" defined "in 
terms of universal and empirically observable sequences of 
development" [p. 463], which are described as "natural" [p. 
475] as well as universal, and relies on "rational ethical 
principles, not the values of parents or culture" as "the 
final value-arbiters in defining educational principles" [p. 
473]. The intellectual goal of education is "the 
communication of patterns and methods of ’scientific’ 
reflection and inquiry" which are not "indoctrinated" but 
"emerge" in "a process of reflection by the students and 
teacher" [p. 475]. Measurement of progress is in terms of 
acquiring "competence" in regard to Piagetian stages. 
Successful education seeks to avoid "stage retardation," 
which is seen as potentially permanent [p. 490]. As the 
overall aim of education, Kohlberg and Mayer borrow Dewey’s 
definition of purpose: "the building of a free and powerful 
character," fit to operate independently in a democratic 
society. It is interesting to note that "child" is referred 
to throughout the paper as "he." 
7. Belenky et al. [1986] in their analysis of women's 
experiences as knowers also point to the damaging effects on 
girls in school of a definition of "natural" human 
development which derives primarily from the experiences of 
males and on which "scientific" methods of pedagogy are 
based [see pages 228-229]. 
8. In this country, the local Departments of Social Services 
monitor the adequacy of care provided by welfare-supported 
mothers. Often concern is appropriate, but in some cases 
DSS oversight can amount almost to harassment. This was 
true for "Anne" (see Chapter 5) during the early months of 
1992. 
9. The recent AAUW report [1992] underscores the detrimental 
effects of excluding feelings from school learning: "By ' 
insisting on a dichotomy between feelings and emotions on 
the one hand and logic and rationality on the other, schools 
shortchange all students. Classrooms must become places 
where girls and boys can express feelings and discuss 
personal experiences" [p. 80]. 
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10. On the notion of what is a "good girl," see also Belenky 
et al. [1986] and Gilligan [1982]. 
11. Belenky et al. [1986] note that some of the women in 
their study found school "debilitating rather than 
energizing." They said that they and some of their friends 
left school as soon as they legally could in order not to 
have "to put up with being put down" [p. 227-228]. 
12. The AAUW report [1992] cites similar "readings" of 
achievement by females, with an interesting racial twist: 
"When black girls do as well as white boys in school, 
teachers attribute their success to hard work but assume 
that the white boys are not working up to their full 
potential" [p. 71]. 
13. On this point, see also Connell et al. [1982] and 
Sennett & Cobb [1972]. 
14. In her 1990 book, Walkerdine uses the Kleinian 
construction of "splitting" which she borrows from Wendy 
Hollway. In this "the ego can stop the bad part of the 
object contaminating the good part by dividing it, or it can 
split off and disown a part of itself" [Hollway, 1989, p. 
71, quoting J. Mitchell (1986), The selected Melanie Klein, 
P- 20]. 
15. See Walkerdine [1986b, 1990f, and 1990g] for personal 
anecdotes about the experience of splitting. 
16. Belenky et al. [1986] similarly contrast the "maternal 
thinking" that women learn outside of school with the kind 
of rationality schools require and speak of the stress which 
female students feel in the tension between these two ways 
of thinking and knowing [p. 201]. They refer to the work of 
Mary Jacobus [1979] on women’s struggle in the 19th century 
for access to education. She too speaks of a tension 
between two ways of thinking: 
But this access to a male-dominated culture may 
equally be felt to bring with it alienation, 
repression, division -- a silencing of the 
’feminine', a loss of women's inheritance, [p.10] 
The AAUW report [1992] underscores the stress experienced by 
young women in school as they confront "the conflicting 
expectations for women in our society" [p. 13]. 
17. See especially 1990g, in which she says at one point: 
To want to be clever is to desire to win. It is 
both to be different and to long for acceptance. 
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To be attractive enough, to be clever enough, to 
have enough money. I wanted them all....They 
didn’t tell me, however, that for years I would no 
longer feel any sense of belonging, nor any sense 
of safety, [p. 169] 
18. My own experience, actually, includes all of these: I 
was one who, like Walkerdine, tried to sustain both sides of 
the contradiction. But when I finished college in 1960, 
there was absolutely no question that I had better affirm my 
femininity pronto by getting married -- and when I married, 
I disavowed (for almost twenty years) the academic side of 
myself. Since my divorce in 1977, I have essentially 
disavowed -- or, I would prefer to think, redefined -- the 
’’feminine” side. Returning to school, I earned a Master’s 
degree and now a doctorate; but I still feel very tentative 
in presenting myself as a "scholar, ’’ unsure that I am really 
the expert I pretend to be, always expecting (as Colette 
Dowling suggests in The Cinderella Complex [1981]) that 
someone will "find me out." See Horner [1972] for the 
earliest and best known work on this feeling of uncertainty 
so common among even the most "successful" females. 
19. The AAUW report [1992], like the study by Belenky et al. 
[1986], underscores the marginalizing effects for girls of 
pedagogy which emphasizes individual achievement and 
competition. 
20. Foucault also describes resistance as constantly 
shifting: 
Are there no great radical ruptures, massive 
binary divisions, then? Occasionally, yes. But 
more often one is dealing with mobile and 
transitory points of resistance, producing 
cleavages in a society that shift about, 
fracturing unities and effecting regroupings, 
furrowing across individuals themselves, cutting 
them up and remolding them....[1978, p. 96] 
21. This is a phrase commonly used in the writings of many 
poststructuralists, apparently borrowed from the work of 
Althusser; see, for example, p. 95 of Henriques, et al. 
[1984]. 
22. The AAUW report [1992] affirms the need to address power 
issues -- especially sexism and heterosexism -- directly in 
the classroom in the context of the chapter entitled "The 
Evaded Curriculum." 
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23. On the adoption of a self-destructive or belittling 
position on the grounds of what is ’’right,” see Radway 
[1984, p. 208], for example. Also Weedon [1987]. 
24. The AAUW report [1992] underscores the fact that girls 
tend to measure self-esteem entirely by their ability to 
attract guys. See especially p. 81, where a recent press 
account is cited about extremely aggressive behavior by 
girls in their pursuit of boyfriends. 
25. It is important to note that a biological definition of 
womanly behavior is gradually giving way to an emphasis on 
social and cultural influences in gendered behavior even in 
what might be called "establishment” literature. Note for 
example the following sentences from Hayes [1987], a 
National Research Council document: 
Culture fundamentally affects sexuality and 
fertility by creating values, norms, and 
expectations about sexual relationships, sex 
roles, sexual behavior, marriage and parenting. 
[P- 93] 
[Some researchers] conclude that girls' actual 
behavior is influenced to a greater extent by 
their social environment than by physical 
maturation, [p. 96] 
26. Hollway herself has addressed this issue. She points 
out [1984b] that "when men overstep the bounds of morality 
or even of the law, other men (and women who have taken for 
granted the portrayal of men’s sexuality which this 
discourse produces) offer this as a kind of excuse” [p. 63]. 
She says that she has dealt with the uses of this discourse 
(in an essay which I have not seen) in the trial of Peter 
Sutcliffe, "the Yorkshire Ripper." 
27. See also Belenky et al. [1986], Gilligan [1982], Miller 
[1986b], Radway [1984], Raymond [1986], Solsken [in press], 
Tidball [1976], and AAUW [1992]. 
28. Walkerdine notes [1990f]: 
It is so reassuring for masculinity to produce a 
fantasy of a dependent child-woman who, above all, 
will always be there. The fantasy that hides is 
one of terrifying dependency upon powerful mothers 
who will not always be there to satisfy them; men 
therefore feel rage and terrifying dependency. 
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29. Evelyn Fox Keller's analysis of the "genderization of 
science" is crucially important here. See Reflections on 
Gender and Science [1985]. The recent AAUW study [1992] 
emphasizes the effects of school discourses which lead to 
girls avoiding advanced study in mathematics and science 
because they feel they cannot do the work successfully [see 
especially p. 28f]. 
30. AAUW [1991] also implicates girls' relations with their 
families in a downturn in confidence during the middle 
school years. 
31. Alternatively, Evelyn Fox Keller's suggestion of a 
dynamic autonomy might be used to the same end: by this she 
means "the psychological sense of being able to act under 
one's own volition instead of under external control" [1985, 
p. 97]. The point is that one is influenced by and 
connected to others, but able to derive pleasure from "the 
experience of competence." 
32. See, for example, for a very small sampling of a 
tradition of women in community: Auerbach [1982], Raymond 
[1986], and Reuther [1975]. Most useful in this regard is 
Sandra Zagarell's [1988] theory of a genre, especially in 
nineteenth century American and British writing by women, 
which she terms the "narrative of community," tales 
emphasizing interdependence among community members which 
intended to oppose the "cult of the individual" [p. 504] 
that emerged with industrialism. Zagarell suggests that 
sensitivity to such a genre now is made possible by the late 
20th century "assault on the Western belief in the heroic 
indomitabi1ity of the self" [p. 499]. 
33. Dinesen's story is set in a fanciful shrine which 
contains a gallery of royal marriage bedsheets, all but one 
stained with virginal blood. 
34. One of Walkerdine's essays [1990d] is an angry and vivid 
reflection on silence as a feminine "language" which can 
erupt occasionally into violence. 
35. Elena later recommended to a friend that she get into my 
section of English at the community college. But then Elena 
was worried; as she said to me, "Suddenly I wondered if you 
could teach, because I've never seen you do it." Such a 
comment after she had spent two summers in The Program is, 
to my way of thinking, a profound compliment! 
36. I suspect that Elbow may have put group work first 
because this particular essay responds to criticisms of his 
emphasis on personal writing as non-social. 
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37. It is important to note that this essay has been 
reworked and appears as the final piece in a later 
collection [1986d]. In this Elbow focused on the need to 
balance the uses of doubting and believing, and he was less 
critical of the "doubting game" than in the earlier essay. 
In that, his initial argument for the validity of believing 
as an intellectually rigorous approach to ideas, there was a 
need to be more forceful in clearing the ground for a 
different method. I prefer here to use the earlier version 
of the essay because, as I say later, I like the notion of a 
"game." When first attempted, it does feel like one is just 
playing along with something that may not be entirely 
serious or seriously useful. 
38. For an explanation of the word "cooking" and for 
exploration of the various interactions that encourage it to 
happen, see Elbow's Writing without teachers [1973]. 
c=^ 
CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
Introduction: 
Research Questions and Overview of the Chapter 
Mine was an ethnographic study, relying on analytic 
induction in which I used a version of what Wendy Hollway 
calls in her work "interpretative discourse analysis" [1989, 
p. 32; see below]. In the context of case studies of five 
women I focused initially on four questions raised in my 
reading of poststructural accounts reviewed in Chapter 2: 
1) Does the discourse of self which emerges in the case 
studies imply a sense of multiple or contradictory 
subjectivities defined largely by relationships with others, 
as post-structural theory would suggest? 2) What evidence 
can be found of the play in women's lives of the larger 
discourses of society, expressed in individual narratives in 
terms of familial and/or cultural expectations? 3) What is 
the potential for transformation, for genuine life choice, 
in the development of an "alternative discourse?" 4) What 
role does literacy -- especially writing, but also reading 
and an enlarging capacity to "name the world" [Friere, 1970] 
-- seem to play in this development if and when it occurs? 
This chapter will present background for discussion 
seeking answers to these questions in Chapters 4 and 5, by 
providing necessary details about the origins of The Program 
which was the setting for my study. This in turn requires 
description of The Center, from which most of our students 
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came, and of the city in which they all live. I will 
describe the gathering and analysis of data and show the 
ways in which questions shifted somewhat during the analytic 
process. Finally, I will outline certain limitations to the 
study which arise primarily from perspectives on the 
research process inherent in the application of a feminist 
approach. 
Setting for the Study: 
Development of "The Program” 
The Center and Its City 
During the winter of 1988-89, I carried out an ethno¬ 
graphic study at The Center, a small alternative school for 
pregnant and parenting teens [see Jonsberg, 1989]. The 
Program began as a response to particular needs at The 
Center, and its philosophy was to a large degree shaped by 
what I learned in that study. 
The Center is not part of the public school system, but 
funded by various public monies in the form of state and 
local grants, together with a small amount from private 
donations. It came into existence in 1985 through the 
collaborative efforts of civic leaders, the business 
community, and social service and health care providers, all 
of whom were concerned about their city’s extremely high 
infant mortality rate. Their study of that disturbing 
statistic concluded that a major cause was a high rate of 
teen pregnancy and concommitant lack of prenatal care. The 
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teen pregnancy and concommitant lack of prenatal care. The 
founding group's intention was to address the infant 
mortality rate by initiating a coordinated outreach to 
pregnant teens to encourage them to seek health care during 
pregnancy; in addition, they planned to provide an alter¬ 
native -- extremely supportive and intimate -- schooling 
situation for those who had dropped out of school either 
before or because of becoming pregnant. 
The dominant population among pregnant teens in the 
city, as among the youth population generally, is Puerto 
Rican. In 1991, the local newspaper reported that more than 
70% of students in the city's schools were Puerto Rican. 
The city's history, since its founding as an industrial 
center in the mid-1800's, is one of recurrent waves of 
immigrants of several nationalities. The first such group 
were Irish workers, who built the dam and canals that would 
provide power for fabric and paper mills. The Irish were 
succeeded by Germans, Poles, and French Canadians. (There 
is also a small African American population in the city, 
about 4%, most of them families who have been there for 
several generations.) Typically new immigrants would move 
into the lower wards of the city, the Flats and South City, 
to live in "tenements," small walk-up apartment buildings 
usually no more than five stories high. These tenements, 
dating from the late 19th and early 20th centuries, still 
are the dominant housing in the city. 
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As each succeeding group of immigrants gained access to 
the English language and better paying jobs, they usually 
moved "up the hill,” to be replaced in the lower wards by a 
new national group taking up entry level mill jobs. The 
city today retains, however, large contingents of all the 
immigrant ethnic groups. The power structure of the city 
tends to be dominated by individuals with Irish surnames. 
The biggest civic event annually is the St. Patrick's Day 
Parade, with the annual competition among teen women for the 
title Colleen of the Year commanding large space in the 
local newspaper for weeks before the Parade. City 
elections, including votes aimed at providing greater 
funding for the schools, are typically controlled by the 
older (usually propertied) ethnic groups, since propor¬ 
tionately fewer Puerto Ricans are registered to vote. 
By approximately 1960 most of the fabric mills had 
closed down, the last being a silk mill which ceased 
operating in 1961. By the 1980's most of the paper mills 
had closed as well. Today the primary industries are 
several paper-finishing mills which make pads, notebooks, 
and specialty papers. There was some hope that new growth 
would be spurred by the coming of electronics manufacturers, 
but in fact no revitalization of economic life has 
materialized. 
Puerto Rican immigration began as a trickle in the 
1950's. Most of those who came were displaced agricultural 
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workers who hoped to find employment on tobacco and 
vegetable farms outside the city. The Puerto Rican 
population has grown, largely by immigration, as the French 
Canadians who had preceded them moved away from the city. 
Unfortunately, the tobacco fields and large vegetable 
farms,* like the mills, have disappeared, and there is no 
ready source of employment for the newest immigrant 
population. The city suffers the usual ills of urban 
depressed areas: joblessness, welfare dependency, violent 
crime, and drug trafficing. Among the women whom I have 
known in The Program, many have partners or friends who have 
been involved one way and another in drug use and/or 
dealing. They themselves seem to have stayed pretty well 
clear of both drugs and alcohol. 
The forced unemployment of Puerto Ricans is a major 
factor in ethnic tensions in the city. A woman of Irish 
descent who participated in The Program during its first 
summer spoke to this issue: "All those men hanging out on 
the street corners -- why don't they do something?" Race is 
also a factor in civic unrest, since the Puerto Rican 
population is largely dark-skinned. Perhaps the biggest 
barrier to harmony, however, is language. The generally 
more affluent English-speaking population criticizes Puerto 
Rican residents for "refusing" to learn or to use English. 
Language is periodically an inflammatory issue, as when the 
mayor several years ago condemned the use of Spanish in 
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public gatherings. Among the women in The Program, 
divisions when they occurred (notably in the first year) 
centered on language, with the Anglo students accusing the 
Spanish speakers of intentionally closing them out of their 
conversations. Well-off vs. welfare-dependent, employed vs. 
idle, white vs. color, Anglo vs. Hispanic: these are the 
divisions within the city, and the bitterness on both sides 
of these lines is often intense. 
Teachers at The Center work to mitigate the effects of 
discrimination their students have felt around these issues 
as well as with regard to their position as "unwed mothers." 
The Center describes itself as a bilingual/ bicultural 
multi-service agency; increasingly, its central mission is 
educational, for it helps students prepare for a General 
Education Diploma by examination in either English or 
Spanish. Graduation occurs not by earning credits, but by 
passing the GED exam. There is space at The Center for 
approximately 25 young women, in two language-segregated 
classrooms, and a day care facility on site provides room 
for nineteen children through 2.9 years of age.3 Other 
services for students include psychological counseling, 
health and parenting education, access and encouragement to 
the use of health facilities, group classes focusing on 
writing and math skills, career and continuing education 
counseling. 
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The Program 
The Program was originally established to provide an 
incentive to graduation for students at The Center, since 
its funding sources increasingly have demanded quantitative 
evidence of success in the number of graduates. In the 
second and third summers, students for The Program were also 
recruited at the local high school and technical school. 
All of the women in The Program had for some period of time 
dropped out of school. All had returned eventually, and all 
came to The Program because they had an idea that they 
wanted to continue their education in order to qualify for 
jobs that would permit permanent escape from welfare 
dependency. Ten students completed The Program in 1989, 
twelve in 1990, and ten in 1991. All of the students in The 
Program were supported by public assistance through Aid for 
Families of Dependent Children (AFDC); most were Puerto 
Rican. 
The Program was sponsored by and took place on the 
campus of a "selective" women's college across the river 
from Milltown. The college has a strong tradition as a 
women's community; its student body (for the most part 
absent during the summer when The Program was in session) is 
predominantly white and predominantly affluent, though the 
student body is socioeconomically and ethnically diverse and 
about 60% receive some form of financial aid. 
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At the heart of The Program from the very beginning was 
a central goal of encouraging students to rely on each other 
for emotional support in the struggle for change in their 
lives. This was founded in part on the experience of all 
who were involved as teachers; as graduates (and staff) of 
the women’s college where The Program was located, we had 
experienced the reliable long-term emotional support 
accessible through homosocial friendship. Results of my 
earlier study at The Center [Jonsberg, 1989] affirmed the 
usefulness in women’s lives of developing a sense of ’’group 
identity," especially for individuals who have experienced 
-- as teen mothers often do -- a sense of intense isolation 
in their lives. 
The work of Jean Baker Miller also supported the 
decision to focus on developing connections within the 
group. In particular, Janet Surrey, Miller's colleague, has 
suggested [1987] that the power to stimulate change expands 
within a group as members develop, by means of their 
interaction, collective energy to act. Miller and Surrey 
both argue that a redefinition of power as mutual stimu¬ 
lation to change and growth may only be possible at present 
among women and in a single-sex environment. (I should note 
that during the summer of 1990, I was able to consult with 
both Miller and Surrey in person about our work in The 
Program. Our approach to discussing relationships in 1990 
was modeled on the work of Surrey at MacLean Hospital near 
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Boston; very useful suggestions about sequence and writing 
topics were offered by Miller.) 
Our second goal in The Program was to enhance the 
students’ confidence in themselves as learners. Though 
their expressed goal in coming to The Program was to 
continue their education, most students reported that school 
had been boring, irrelevant, and alienating, and all had, at 
some point for varying periods of time, dropped out of 
school. We hoped that learning in The Program would be fun 
and fulfilling, and that students might emerge from the 
experience with enough strength to resist future frus¬ 
trations or disappointments in the classroom. One of our 
aims over the several years of The Program's existence was 
to experiment with ways in which our two purposes -- 
developing a sense of community and encouraging confidence 
in the learning process -- might interact. In particular, 
we focused on ways in which traditional academic purposes 
and activities might serve the social goal. Specific 
changes in our curriculum over the years of The Program's 
existence were made with this in mind. 
One important curricular device -- the final pre¬ 
sentation -- remained constant throughout the three years; 
this was adapted from my observation at The Center. While I 
was there, two public events occurred in which the 
boundaries of the student group were clearly drawn. By 
having outsiders present for graduation night and for a 
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presentation of plays and poetry, students were united by 
the visible and felt us/them relationship of audience and 
performers. In both situations, students demonstrated their 
mastery of skills and presented themselves publicly as young 
mothers who were also able learners. In The Program, the 
final presentation -- to which we invited members of the 
college community as well as students and teachers from The 
Center -- each year was an occasion which finally would bind 
the group together and heal whatever relational tensions may 
have been felt during our weeks together. In addition, it 
provided an end goal for work in a "schooling" situation 
which intentionally omitted formal evaluation. At several 
points in the studies which follow, I refer to this "final 
presentation" that concluded each session. 
The other element borrowed from The Center was our 
daily and weekly schedule. The women in The Program were 
together on Mondays through Thursdays from 9:00 a.m. until 
3:00 p.m. Transportation, lunch, and day care were 
provided. 
I will not detail here evolution of The Program's 
curriculum over the three years of its existence, but some 
description of the people involved and general structure 
will be useful. In 1989 The Program ran for just four 
weeks; in succeeding summers, it was extended to six weeks. 
My chief collaborator every year was Rochelle Calhoun, an 
African American woman, the mother now of two young 
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children, who is an administrator in the Dean of Students 
office at the college and is trained in theater and dance. 
It was she who insisted on and guided all our work in what 
she called "body movement.” She choreographed dance for and 
directed the final presentations, guided us in daily 
workouts, and talked with the women about body image, about 
accepting and working with our physical selves. She and I 
together ran our 1990 workshop on relationships, which 
focused on Jean Baker Miller's descriptors of "mutual 
enhancement," and Rochelle led several sessions in 1991 that 
centered on power and oppression in American society. 
The two basic blocks of our curriculum throughout the 
three years of The Program were writing, for which I was 
responsible, and dance, Rochelle's domain. In the first 
year, we also did some work in science and took a field trip 
each week related to the purpose of exploring work options. 
A unifying theme in the first year was the history of 
Milltown in which we paid particular attention to the lives 
of women who had lived and worked there over the years. In 
both the first and second years visiting the college 
archives was an important activity. The students found 
great delight in examining the letters, diaries, and 
scrapbooks of women who had attended the college in years 
gone by. They seemed to draw energy and strength from 
seeing themselves on a continuum of women who had labored to 
transform their lives through education. 
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In the second summer the directors of the college’s 
SummerMath program for high school students, Charlene and 
Jim Morrow, joined our staff and ran a series of problem 
solving workshops for our students. This was continued in 
the third summer, when time in the archives was replaced by 
a science curriculum, thanks to the interest of a member of 
the college faculty. Each year several students from the 
college participated as child care and classroom aides and 
formed strong bonds with the women who were our summer 
students. Each year also we had a number of invited 
speakers, women in various professions who talked about 
their lives and work. Our intention in this was to offer an 
array of female role models and suggest a variety of career 
options. Other details about The Program will be supplied 
as necessary in the context of the data analysis in Chapters 
4 and 5. 
Primary Materials and Analysis of Data 
Five Case Studies 
I collected a mass of primary information during the 
three summers of The Program and from year-round continuing 
contacts with the five women who had agreed to be my case 
studies. Materials from program sessions include audio and 
video taped conversations, role plays, and presentations; 
assigned and informal writing including journal entries and 
various narratives of self and family; and field notes in 
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the form of a daily journal which I kept each summer. In 
addition, I have interview transcripts of conversations with 
the five women; I have exchanged a series of letters for 
several years with one of them; several prepared written 
accounts specifically for this project; and in my continuing 
interchanges with the women I have kept notes on phone 
conversations and other casual exchanges. 
My initial criteria in choosing the five case study 
subjects reflected an intention to provide a range of 
perspectives; first, with regard to ethnicity: one woman is 
Anglo, three identify themselves as Puerto Rican, and one is 
African American. Also varied is their level of partici¬ 
pation in the program: one was involved only during the 
first summer, two participated in both 1989 and 1990, and 
two were in the program in 1990 and 1991. The number of 
their children ranges from one to three. Most important 
perhaps was my sense of their involvement (both in The 
Program and outside of it) in reading and writing activi¬ 
ties: the range is from one women who has kept a daily 
journal since she was nine years old to one who apparently 
does very little reading or writing unless she perceives a 
clear practical purpose to the activities. There is also 
variety in their school histories: one is a high school 
graduate, four earned a General Education Diploma through 
The Center; among the four GED graduates, there are 
differences in when and why they left school. 
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The women do have certain things in common, however. 
All are second generation teen mothers. Though this was not 
an intentional criterion of selection, it provided an 
interesting multi-generational perspective in their stories. 
All are mothers of girls (though Cynthia also has a son); 
again, this was not a criterion for selection except in the 
sense that I used it as a device for making the final 
"cut" -- for example, in the case of two sisters, both of 
whom would have been willing to participate. 
My connections to these women will be described in the 
section below, ’’Limitations of the study.” Following are 
brief descriptions of the five: 
Elena calls herself a Puerto Rican-American; she was 
born on the mainland, but both parents came from the island 
and her mother is now living there. She is 25 years old, 
the mother of a daughter who was four in May 1991; a second 
child was born in May 1992. She dropped out of high school 
with only three months to go when her parents split up and 
her mother left the area. Her daughter was born about two 
years later. She is a graduate of The Center, attended The 
Program in 1989 and 1990, and served during the fall of 1990 
as a Classroom Assistant at the middle school founded 
through the collaboration of the college with the public 
schools of Milltown. She has attended the local community 
college for four semesters, withdrawing once to go to her 
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mother in Puerto Rico and again in the fall of 1991 when she 
was pregnant with her second child. 
Fantasia is also Puerto Rican but doesn't always like 
to say so. She is 21 years old and graduated from the high 
school in June 1990. Her daughter will be four in May 1992. 
Fantasia attended The Program in 1990 and was a student/ 
assistant in 1991. She served as a middle school Classroom 
Assistant during the spring semester in 1991, and enrolled 
at the community college in the fall of 1991. She hopes to 
complete a four year college program. 
Anne is a Black mother of three daughters, ages 8, 6, 
and 4, each of a different father. Anne herself is 24 years 
old, a GED graduate of The Center; she attended The Program 
in 1989 and 1990. Anne has kept a daily journal since she 
was approximately 9 years old; her career aspirations 
vacillate between wanting to own and operate an automotive 
garage run by and for women and wanting to be the next Toni 
Morrison. She and I have corresponded, just for the fun of 
it, off and on for several years. She has been inconsistent 
in pursuing post-secondary study, has had jobs for periods 
of time, and is currently living at home with her daughters. 
Lyn is an Anglo woman, 21 years old, who was in The 
Program in 1989 only. She later gave birth to a second 
child and has now two daughters, ages 4 and 2. Lyn dropped 
out of school in the tenth grade and later earned her GED 
through The Center. Though she started a course in welding 
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at the technical school during her second pregnancy, she is 
now at home with her daughters, worrying about prospects for 
the future but uncertain about action to effect change in 
her life. 
Cynthia identifies with the Puerto Rican community in 
Mill town; her mother is Anglo, and her father is Puerto 
Rican. At 22, she is the mother of Justin, age 4, and 
Tatiana, who was two in April 1992. She dropped out of 
school "going into" the ninth grade, later earned a GED 
through The Center, and attended The Program in 1990 and 
1991. She is currently in her second semester at the 
community college. Cynthia had thought for a long time that 
her career goal was "just to be a wife," but she has altered 
that plan and is not sure now exactly what she wants to do. 
Whatever it is, she would like to make "lots of money" and - 
- like the other women here -- "get off welfare forever!" 
Multiple Readings of the Data 
My plan of attack was to adapt, as a tool for data 
analysis, a multiple reading procedure described in the 
recent work of Carol Gilligan [1988, 1990]. A full 
description of interpretive procedures which she and her 
colleagues refer to as the "Reader’s Guide" appears in the 
paper entitled "Listening for Self and Relational Voices: A 
Responsive/Resisting Reader's Guide" [Brown & Gilligan, 
1990]. The following excerpt outlines that process: 
The Reader's or Listener's Guide calls for 
multiple readings or transpositions of an 
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interview text....A reader reads (listens to) a 
person’s story four different times. We believe 
these four readings are necessary to go beneath 
the surface of a narrative and to see or hear its 
complex orchestration, its psychological and 
political structure. Each reading amplified a 
different voice. Reading first with one 
interpretive lens and then another, listening 
first for one voice and then another, the reader 
appreciates the intricate structure of people’s 
experiences of self and of relationships, [p. 4-5] 
Gilligan’s purpose was to listen for voices of "care" and 
"justice" as she considered aspects of moral judgment in 
stories told by young women. My 
base were quite different, but I 
multiple readings of data (in my 
four), trying in each reading to 
purpose, process, and data 
applied the concept of 
case three, rather than 
separate out aspects of the 
four questions noted above. 
My first "reading" involved sorting through the mass of 
collected primary materials to construct a personal narra¬ 
tive for each case study subject. (See Appendix for a sample 
narrative.) In other words, I wrote their stories in my own 
voice, using as much of their own written and spoken text as 
possible, but incorporating also my observations of them 
especially with respect to their participation in The 
Program. In this reading my first concern was to provide a 
story that they would feel was "true." Essentially, I was 
interested in their perceptions of who they were and why; in 
the back of my mind as I wrote their narratives was my first 
question: about the nature of the self. Their own emphasis 
in conversations and writing on the various relationships in 
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their lives led me to concentrate on these in their stories. 
Because the data spanned a period of time in most cases, I 
noted evidence of any change that seemed to have occurred in 
the time I had known them. I made very clear the dis¬ 
tinction between their own words and my comments or 
observations. I wanted these stories to be very full, to 
incorporate as much of the data as possible, to give as 
complete a picture of the five young women as could be 
managed in my knowledge of them. 
My intention to submit these narratives to the subjects 
for their review had several effects: for one thing, the 
narratives presented a generally positive view of each 
subject. I guess it would be obvious that as teacher and 
friend, I wanted the research experience to be strengthen¬ 
ing, and their narratives became in effect a tool for that 
purpose. In Cynthia's and Elena’s stories, I incorporated 
direct questions or challenges to which they might respond, 
in both cases regarding their courage to see through 
resolves they had made. 
In every case, the women responded affirmatively to my 
"reading" of their life stories. Several changed the names 
I had invented for themselves or their children. Anne 
wanted to add an extended reflection on her relationship 
with her father; I have incorporated this into Chapter 4. 
She said that she was delighted with labels I had applied to 
her -- notably "feminist" -- which helped her in naming the 
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sense of separateness from her family that she has worked to 
establish. Fantasia and Cynthia wrote responses that 
basically said "right on," and Cynthia’s incorporated a 
reaffirmation of her resolve to stand up for herself in her 
relationship with Jose. Lyn asked me to change one sentence 
that had made a slighting reference to my relationship with 
her; this is reported in Chapter 5. Elena told me in a 
phone conversation that her story had made her cry, because 
it brought up sharply the dilemma of duality that had 
troubled her for so long. She later wrote a long letter to 
me --which I do not take into account in the data analysis 
because it arrived too late in the process -- in which she 
outlined her current resolution to that dilemma and in which 
she essentially said "goodbye for now."4 
As I reiterate later, my initial acquaintance with 
these women in The Program made my stance very clear to 
them. Our central intention there was to help them move 
toward "taking charge" in their lives. They all know my 
"line:" 1) more school; 2) no more babies; 3) watch out for 
guys that will, as Fantasia says, "bring you down;" 4) stick 
up for yourself. Elena’s "goodbye for now" signals that she 
has made another kind of decision. But, as Cynthia said in 
the written response to her narrative, "It's not over yet; 
things are still happening!" That in fact is what makes 
this kind of study particularly difficult: these women are 
my friends and I am theirs. That the study is "over" 
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doesn't mean we stop talking, and every new interchange has 
the potential of shifting my view. This complication is in 
keeping with the poststructural view of the self: throughout 
the project, every new interchange shifted not only my view 
but my subjects' selves. At some point, however, I had to 
say: "Now I write, and never mind what happens tomorrow." 
Once the narratives were composed and approved by my 
participants, I examined them first (Chapter 4) with an eye 
to my first two questions: 1) Does the discourse of self 
which emerges in these narratives imply a sense of multiple 
subjectivities defined largely by relationships with others, 
as poststructural theory would suggest? 2) What evidence 
can be found of the play in women's lives of the larger 
discourses of society, expressed in individual narratives in 
terms of familial and/or cultural expectations? In the 
course of reading and rereading the data, the questions 
shifted somewhat. 
With regard to the first question, I began to see that 
somewhere in the complex of multiple subjectivities that do 
seem to be true for these women, there was something else: 
what Elena calls "me for me". For them, it seemed, the 
self was complex and seemed largely shaped in response to 
relationships, but there was, as well as desire for con¬ 
nection thus expressed, a struggle for what some kind of 
private space or individuality. This discovery led to 
rereadings of theory, especially the more recent work of 
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Valerie Walkerdine [1990a] and Wendy Hollway [1989], and a 
re-visioning of the idea of subjectivity in poststructural 
theory. This shift is reflected in the literature review 
(Chapter 2) and in the analysis of data (Chapters 4 and 5). 
My perspective on the second question moved toward a 
focus on the way in which desire is constructed for young 
women; how, in other words, "hetero-reality" takes hold, how 
they come to want what they want. A full answer to this 
question should involve investigation of the effects of 
popular culture, but I focused on how desire emerges through 
relationships with one's parents and peers, suggesting that 
it is through these that the larger social discourses are 
most heard in our lives, especially for women the discourse 
of femininity. 
My third reading (Chapter 5) addressed the other two 
guiding questions: 3) What is the potential for 
transformation, for genuine life choice, in the development 
of an "alternative discourse?" And 4) What role does 
literacy -- especially writing, but also reading and an 
enlarging capacity to "name the world" [Friere, 1970] -- 
seem to play in this development if and when it occurs? The 
third question is inappropriately worded, it seems to me 
now, because there is no opportunity in a study of such 
relatively short duration to witness "transformation." What 
I was really looking for, in fact, was evidence of a 
shifting perspective in these women's views of what a 
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woman's life could be or "ought" to be, particularly due to 
the effects of their experiences in The Program. One aspect 
of this might be the search for a new discourse community; 
another might be the practicing of new subject positions. 
I was particularly interested in seeing shifts of various 
kinds rehearsed in and by means of writing. 
Discourse Analysis 
Wendy Hollway's reflection on methodology [1989] in her 
study of heterosexual interaction argues the inadequacy or 
inappropriateness of "any version of discourse analysis, 
such as cognitive linguistics, which starts with the 
individual" [p. 33]. Her point is that speech (and writing) 
cannot be considered a fixed and true expression of the self 
or, as she says, a "description of preformed ideas." Rather 
individual discourse is a process, a "construction," in 
which "truth" is never fixed, because the self is never 
fixed, but always in process, ever being shaped anew in the 
speaking process. Her "interpretative discourse analysis" 
aims to focus on the continual interaction of "subjectivity" 
and "social relations;" her goal is to look behind or 
beneath the actual discourse to achieve some understanding 
of the many possible meanings, influences, and effects in a 
single discourse event. 
Nicola Gavey [1989] describes discourse analysis in a 
poststructural frame this way: "It is a form of analysis 
that is attentive both to detail in language and to the 
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wider social picture” [p. 467]. She refers to the work of 
Potter and Wetherell [19875] who say: "there is no method 
to discourse analysis in the .way we traditionally think of 
an experimental method or content analysis method” [emphasis 
in original]. Rather the researcher works within a "broad 
theoretical framework" and searches for ways in which 
"others can be convinced findings are genuine" by talking 
about specific spoken or written texts. 
Elliot Mishler [1990] suggests that in this kind of 
work the issue is not perhaps validity so much as "trust¬ 
worthiness," which is gained by the visibility of the 
analytic process: I show you what I am doing and why; you 
make your own judgments about whether or not my analysis 
makes sense. It is for this reason that I have included 
here a sample case study, her story as it was presented to 
Cynthia, in an appendix. (Throughout Chapters 4 and 5, 
numbers referring to pages in the case studies as they were 
presented to participants are retained in the final copy for 
the use of anyone who would want to examine the original 
documents.) 
Hollway [1989] reiterates the impact of the inter¬ 
preter's own perspective in the analytic process. No 
account can provide the whole truth,® for truth is at best 
"a historical product and therefore no knowledge is 
absolute" [p. 41]. Any account -- by interpreter or 
participant -- can be seen as "one production among an 
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infinite set of possibi1ities" [p. 41]. The purpose is to 
attempt to understand "the conditions which produce accounts 
and how meaning is to be produced from them” [p. 42]. This 
has been my purpose, in work which relies on intuitive and 
constantly interactive reflections about what the five women 
said or wrote. 
To say that the process was ’’intuitive” may sound 
indeed very ’’unscientif ic . " I was operating on the models 
of Hollway, who has described her process, and of Walker- 
dine, for whom no overt description of the analytic process 
was available but whose approach to discourse analysis is 
evident in her various writings, and of other feminist 
scholars. What happened was a continual shifting back and 
forth from data to theory and repeated return to the sources 
of information, the five young women. ’’Interactive" 
implies, then, interaction with theory as well as with the 
study participants. There is no clear path or implied 
measurement, but a working and reworking of data. Patterns 
emerge in reflection, given a theoretical frame which 
suggests that common themes may be expressed in various 
ways . 
When I wrote their stories in the first stage of data 
analysis, I essentially eliminated some of the data. I 
picked around in the mass of material available for each 
case study to provide a full and true account for each of 
the women. Some elements were common to all: for example, 
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the importance of relationships in shaping who-I-am was 
present in all their stories; for all, the relationship with 
parents was paramount. For the three who had felt rejected 
by their mothers, that (failed) relationship seemed of 
particular significance. There were also elements that were 
unique for each story: for Elena, for example, the influence 
of the church had to be mentioned; for Anne, reading and 
writing -- her "relationship" with words -- were important. 
Each story was different; each was differently written, with 
different opening gambits and different emphases. Length 
also varied considerably: I had far more material on Anne, 
for example, because of her prolific letter-writing, and 
because I have known her longer than the others. 
There was no firm outline to be followed in production 
of their narratives as there had been no set agenda in my 
"interviews" of the women. In those, we chatted -- about 
whatever seemed to surface as important. I had in mind some 
basic questions -- especially I wanted to know about how 
school had been for them -- but we rarely stuck to the 
questions. And often in the interviews, I took almost as 
large a part as they did; something the interviewee said 
would trigger some memory or reflection on my own 
experience, and I would respond to them as teacher and 
friend. 
I had hoped, frankly, to gather far more material 
regarding their feelings about school. But for the most 
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part they didn't want to talk about school. Fantasia did; 
she had been successful there and like to brag about it. 
But for the other four, school had been painful, and they 
didn’t want to talk about it. As I say at one point in 
Chapter 4 about Elena, "When I asked her about school, she 
told me about home," for school had been for her primarily a 
way to escape the tensions at home. 
Once the stories were written and approved by the study 
participants, I worked from them only. This means that once 
they were written, I did not look again at data which had 
been omitted in the process of constructing the narratives. 
I read and reread their stories, noting details on multi¬ 
colored index cards, with each color representing an aspect 
of my guiding questions. As this work proceeded, I dis¬ 
covered dominant themes emerging in each of their stories; 
these are reflected in the first-level subdivisions of 
Chapters 4 and 5. 
I decided to report my analysis in two chapters, which 
would separate my four questions into two areas of interest: 
Chapter 4 addresses social and psychological aspects 
(including their feelings about school) of the five women's 
lives. I tried to separate out elements involved in a 
perceived process of change and to look at these parti¬ 
cularly through evidence in their own writing; discussion of 
change is reserved for Chapter 5. For each of them, how¬ 
ever, change had begun before they came to The Program; 
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going back to finish school seemed to imply that they were 
searching for some version of an "alternative discourse." 
Coming to The Program at all suggested they wanted to bring 
about change in their lives. But I look in Chapter 5 for 
evidence of shifts that I knew were related to experiences 
in The Program. Because I knew what happened there -- for 
example, the emphasis on a community of women -- I could 
make some suggestions about what alternative discourse may 
consist of and how it may be encouraged. 
We shall see in the following section that feminist and 
postmodernist approaches to research have in common the 
aspect of being "partial": the account, as Hollway says 
(above), is never complete. What is reported in the 
chapters that follow is my sorting out of what matters in 
the stories of five women -- mine and theirs, for they 
passed judgment on what I had selected and said to me, "This 
is true." They have not, however, reviewed my analysis; I 
hope eventually to involve them in that process by creating 
a document that is more informal and readable in its tone 
and vocabulary. 
Definitions of Key Terms 
My understanding of key terms in the data analysis is 
taken from poststructural theory and to some extent evident 
therefore in Chapter 2. It may be useful here, however, to 
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reiterate, especially with regard to words that are used 
frequent 1y. 
Discourse 
In poststructural theory meaning is never prior to 
language or labeled by it. Rather meaning is constantly 
constructed and reconstructed at sites of language inter¬ 
action. We affect the language and it to a large degree 
shapes us. Discourse is admittedly a confusing concept, 
because specific sites of language interaction are discourse 
and are 1ocated in discourses, bigger conversations that are 
going on, not consciously heard by most of us, in the 
context of our culture and our moment in history. 
I like to picture the idea of discourse -- perhaps 
rather simplistical1y, but usefully for me -- as a set of 
concentric circles, rings of conversation all going on at 
the same time. You and I, reader and writer, speaker and 
listener, are at the center of those rings, having a 
conversation here, today. Surrounding us are conversations 
occurring at various distances from us which have direct 
effects on how we speak to one another. Our specific 
language is in a sense borrowed from those other con¬ 
versations, and our relationship to each other as we speak 
likewise borrows elements of power from discourses we have 
had no part in. Who has greater power in our conversation 
is decided only partly by us, and more by influences, dis¬ 
courses, in which we have had no say. 
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In those concentric rings -- or 1evels of discourse -- 
the circle closest to us may contain the conversations of 
our families and others we relate to on a day-to-day basis; 
the next one perhaps contains conversations by people who 
shape the curricula of our schools and the rules of the 
workplace; way out there, in the outermost rings are the 
voices of movie producers, book publishers, and other 
powerful people who make decisions about what kinds of 
things and ideas will be present in our cultural world; 
beyond them are the voices of people and books from times 
past that shaped the background against which we speak 
today. 
Crosscutting these levels of discourse, if you slice 
through the circles to make pieces of pie, are various 
fields of discourse, areas of interest if you will, such as 
the law, or sexuality, or codes of customary courtesy. 
Chris Weedon [1987] refers to fields of discourse as 
’’competing ways of giving meaning to the world and of 
organizing social institutions and processes" [p. 35]. One 
such field of discourse is femininity, what it means to be a 
woman in our society. Conversations about what a woman 
ought to be, ought to do, ought to want, are going on around 
us all the time at all the different discourse levels: in 
grandmotherly advice, in childcare handbooks and basal 
readers, in advertisements, magazine stories, TV shows, 
movies, romance novels, volumes of history, psychology 
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textbooks ; and in other less visible media as well, the 
assumptions we hold and seem to agree upon, our "common 
sense" understandings of what is "normal" or "natural." 
Sometimes messages from the different levels are 
contradictory: the magazine ad says you should dress 
seductively and flaunt your availability, but conventional 
opinion says that dressing that way is "asking for it." 
Sometimes contradictory messages are emitted from the same 
source: in one breath Grandmother says that it's wonderful 
how girls today take care of themselves, and in the next 
wants to know what's the matter with you that you're not 
married yet. 
Discourse Position 
Apparently (and in my usage) interchangeable with the 
term "subject position," discourse position refers to our 
relationship to each other in discourse interactions (at 
both the individual and the social levels), especially with 
regard to how much relative power we may have in a 
conversation or interaction. Sometimes positions are 
imposed by assumptions regarding social relations: in a 
teacher-student conversation, for example, the teacher is 
assumed to have greater power. Sometimes positions can be 
chosen; Walkerdine and Hollway refer to this as "taking up" 
a position. Sometimes apparently power-less positions are 
"taken up" for the purpose of an end goal in which greater 
power may be achieved; Hollway says, for example, that a 
132 
woman may take up the position of object in the male sexual 
drive discourse in order to achieve a more commanding 
position in the have/hold discourse. This Hollway refers to 
as "investment/* looking for payback. 
Discourse Community 
All of us participate in a number of discourse communi¬ 
ties by virtue of the activities of our daily lives. In 
most gatherings of people, certain assumptions or commonly 
held interpretations of language operate that allow us to 
understand one another. Shopping, for example, assumes a 
kind of discourse community around goods and values; Cynthia 
(see Chapter 4) felt closed out of this community by not 
knowing what "50% off" meant. 
But aside from the various discourse communities of 
society, we may have more intimate discourse communities of 
people whose view of the world aligns to a large degree with 
our own. Decisions about career, for example, or hobbies, 
may involve finding a discourse community that will be 
stimulating and/or comfortable. I refer in Chapter 5 to the 
idea of seeking a new discourse community as one aspect of 
"alternative discourse." 
Alternative Discourse 
I encountered this phrase initially in Wendy Hollway's 
work [1984a]. In describing the three basic discourses 
which operate in heterosexual relationships (see Chapter 2 
for description of these), she points out that women are 
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forced to work within these in their relationships with men 
unless a means of resistance is available to them through 
"access to an alternative discourse" [p. 251]. 
I read into Hollway's phrase the notion that women may 
find or invent a way of talking and acting that will permit 
a genuine measure of choice in their lives. But perhaps it 
is not so much a way of talking and acting, but rather a way 
of seeing, of understanding that one’s desires in fact are 
imposed from without or learned. Weedon [1987] suggests 
that what is involved may be the application of "alternative 
assumptions" as we assign meaning to our experiences. 
Learning an alternative discourse seems to involve compre¬ 
hending the way that power works in relationships and in the 
larger society, so that one's earlier, perhaps unconscious, 
efforts to realign power are understood and new efforts may 
be consciously made. An alternative discourse is a way of 
shortcircuiting the machinery of covert regulation, such 
that when contradictory discourses intersect in an in¬ 
dividual life, one may see what is going on and therefore be 
able to exercise a measure of control about what is hap¬ 
pening. Alternative discourse does not mean that every 
woman will have a non-traditional career and never get 
pregnant; it does mean that a woman will at some level 
understand the origins of her desires. For the present 
study, one marker of alternative discourse, I came to 
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realize, was in fact naming oneself as "a woman” (see 
Chapter 5). 
Hetero-reality 
I use this term rather frequently because it is such a 
handy descriptor for the effects of a hegemonic discourse of 
femininity. Borrowed from Janice Raymond [1986], it sug¬ 
gests the way women are compelled in a sexist society to see 
themselves and the world around them always from the per¬ 
spective of what men think: self-esteem for girls is mea¬ 
sured by what men think of them; goals are circumscribed by 
the need to find a mate; the academic and professional 
worlds are structured on a male model of the self; desire, 
indeed a woman's whole reality, is shaped by and around a 
heterosexual imperative. 
Limitations of the Study: 
The Problems of a Feminist Approach 
I laid out in Chapter 1 three themes that tend to be 
repeated in feminist research in the social sciences: self- 
reflexivity, reciprocity, and a political commitment in 
which the research itself may be an instrument of change. 
Like Patti Lather [1988], I prefer here to take as "given” a 
postpositivist stance on "objectivity.” Evelyn Fox Keller 
[1985] and others [e.g. Lather, 1986b] have constructed 
powerful arguments that have the effect of moving the 
discussion to another stage; rather than defending a 
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feminist stance, I would like to address a few of its 
apparently inherent problems. 
"Can there be a feminist ethnography?" Judith Stacey 
wondered in the title of an article [1988] which intended to 
encourage dialogue about methodology and epistemology 
between feminism and postmodernism. She raises for review 
several questions which are relevant to my work. She is 
concerned, first of all, about the truth-value of scho¬ 
larship which admits a political agenda, which may actually 
withhold information that researcher or participants 
perceive as potentially damaging to research subjects, and 
which avoids generalizations. The accounts provided by such 
work are always "partial," in both senses: incomplete and 
"committed." 
Stacey also raises important ethical considerations. 
For one thing, the realignment of the power dynamic between 
researcher and subject which feminist and critical ethno¬ 
graphers strive for must remain, she suggests, at best 
problematic. Reciprocity is never fully achieved, for no 
matter how egalitarian the process may be, the product still 
is shaped by the researcher. For this reason, it may be 
that an ethnographic approach which stresses mutuality 
"masks a deeper, more dangerous form of exploitation" [p. 
0 
22]. Another concern is that research subjects may come 
to rely on "the practical and emotional support and a form 
of loving attention, of comparatively non-judgmental 
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acceptance" [p. 26] that the researcher provides and may of 
course withdraw once the study is finished. 
Stacey's resolution of these issues relies on the 
principle of self-ref1exivity: calling for "self-awareness" 
on the part of researchers that can mitigate inherent 
dangers, she agrees with James Clifford, whose work [1986] 
she cites, that "once accepted and built into ethnographic 
art, a rigorous sense of partiality can be a source of 
representational tact" [Stacey, p. 25]. She concludes that, 
given sensitivity to the issues raised, feminist research 
(like critical ethnography) allows the construction of 
"cultural accounts that, however partial and idiosyncratic, 
can achieve the contextuality, depth, and nuance I consider 
to be unattainable through less dangerous, but more remote 
research methods" [p. 26]. 
It is certainly true that my account is partial: it 
tells about only a few women in a particular place at a 
particular time. But like Mascia-Lees, Sharpe, and Cohen 
[1989], in their suggestion of a "new objectivity," I would 
argue that "[t]ruth can only emerge in particular circum¬ 
stances" [p. 28, emphasis mine]. I agree with them that we 
must be "wary of generalizations," but I would suggest that 
the stories here may be representative and may counter 
generalizations all too readily drawn from more broadly 
based statistical reports about the "problem of teen 
pregnancy." 
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My study is partial also in the sense of committed, for 
it intends a favorable portrayal of the women involved as 
participants. No attempt is made to examine opposing views. 
I would like for others to see these women as I do: bright, 
able and eager to grow and learn, optimistic about effecting 
change for themselves and their children. I am not in¬ 
terested in looking for information that supports press 
accounts which at their worst portray young mothers like 
them as hopeless ingrates sucking off the system. I am an 
advocate for these five women and for others like them. 
My study is partial as well in its political commit¬ 
ment: though I would resist characterization of women like 
these as "victims," I do see that ours is a society in which 
freedom is often a sham, in which "common sense" views of 
human "nature" have become tools of oppression, a society 
which is basically misogynist and intends to keep women in 
"their place." I think that it is possible for women like 
these to gain some control over their lives, at minimum by 
understanding that their situation is not entirely "their 
fault," and I have hoped that the very research process 
would help a handful of young women to that kind of 
perception. 
In the context of that political purpose, however, I 
have often reflected, while this work was in process, about 
the issues of power and exploitation in the research 
dynamic. Particularly with regard to Elena, who has 
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struggled so in deciding where and how to connect, whether 
to press on with "making things different" or to give in to 
some form of the "fiction of the prince." When I have felt 
her sadness and disappointment, her sense of frustration, I 
have wondered if my presence in her life might only make 
things worse for her. (I say the same thing about Anne in 
Chapter 5.) I have wondered, like the teachers at The 
Center wondered as we worked together in establishing The 
Program, whether offering a view of what-might-be to these 
women is only "setting them up" for disappointment. I still 
don’t, and may never, have an answer that is completely 
satisfying. 
But I don’t think that we can just let injustice be; or 
I can't at any rate. I believe that to gain control over 
one's life is a good thing, and that the primary means of 
achieving such control is education which inspires self- 
awareness, self-confidence, and an understanding of the 
subtle and direct ways in which the self is controlled. I 
can only hope that my work as teacher and friend, and as 
researcher, with Elena and the others may provide -- 
eventually if not right now -- the grounds for exercising 
some measure of real choice in their lives. 
I must say too that I continue to be troubled by 
Stacey's point that the product of this work belongs to me 
rather than to them. I tried out on Anne some pages from an 
early version of Chapter 4 to see if an attempt to describe 
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poststructural theory in everyday language made sense to 
her. Her response (which was basically, "Ye gods!!") 
suggests that I have a long way to go yet, but it remains my 
hope to write a version of this work eventually that will 
belong to them, so they can read and comment on my analysis 
as they did on my telling of their stories. 
I have also reflected on the notion that subjects may 
come to rely on the presence of the researcher in a way that 
makes withdrawal when the project is finished a kind of 
betrayal of friendship. I have a commitment to all of these 
women -- to all of the women who participated in The Program 
in fact -- to "be there" when they need me. It is a promise 
I intend to keep to the best of my ability. In this way, 
feminist research can become an endless "burden," but that 
is my answer to Stacey's concern: that this work implies 
responsibility, in the long as well as the short term. 
Political and personal commitment both require continuing 
engagement with the issues and the people. 
Work like this can make a claim, it seems to me, to a 
greater "truth" -- by which I perhaps really mean honesty -- 
than studies that pretend "objectivity" by being forthright 
in its "partiality." In order to weigh the value and 
validity of findings and conclusions of any research effort, 
it is important to know who asks the questions, who offers 
answers, and to what purpose. Positivist research keeps its 
agenda hidden, pretends that what emerges is the whole truth 
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for all time; the poststructural, like the feminist, 
perspective is that no such truth exists. My study presents 
the experiences of five women observed by my eyes: I do not 
claim to have "proved" anything, but I invite the reader to 
examine my telling of stories to see if this particular 
account of these particular events and people makes some 
kind of sense -- for now. 
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.Notes fcr Chaster 3 
1. The area fcr many years raised huge crops of asparagus 
which annually required large numbers of pickers. About 
fifteen years ago, a blight wiped out most of the asparagus 
beds. The large companies that harvested shade-grown 
tobacco have for the most part moved their operations to 
South America, leaving behind fields reputed to be poisoned 
with insecticides and therefore not usable for food 
production. What farming goes on now is primarily small 
family-operated, pick-your-own plots of miscellaneous 
vegetables which require few outside laborers. 
2. Among the Puerto Rican woman, one reason they offer for 
lower incidence of drug use among women than men is that 
girls are kept closer to home, whereas beys and men expect 
to be on the streets. In a different economic situation, of 
course, they would be at work. Alberto Sandoval, a scholar 
in Puerto Rican literature and commentator on the Puerto 
Rican-American experience, argues that women in Puerto Rican 
culture have a clearly defined space -- in the home -- 
whereas men are simply, as the women in The Program said, 
"out there." 
2. The number of students accommodated has increased 
slightly with the move to new facilities in 1991. 
4. I have subsequently received an invitation to a baby 
shower being planned for Elena by a friend. Elena had 
instructed her friend to include me, so ''happily) "goodbye 
for now" was indeed temporary. 
5. Potter, J. S Wether el 1 , M. ''1987). Discourse and social 
osvchtltcv: Eevond attitudes and behaviour. London: Sage. 
5. See below for discussion of the idea of "partiality" 
which feminist and postmodernist research share. 
7. See a similar list in Weedon [1987, p. 3]. 
3. Patti Lather's 1988 essay is basically a reflection on 
this issue. The most difficult subject from an ethical 
perspective and an ongoing topic in feminist debates, it is 
also central in the discussion by Mascia-Lees, Sharpe, and 
Cohen [1989'. 
CHAPTER 4 
SOCIAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL ISSUES: 
THE CONSTRUCTION OF DESIRE 
"We preach freedom, but we don't really practice it." 
Peter Elbow 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I will focus on the psychological and 
social histories of the five case study participants, 
looking particularly at their descriptions of certain key 
relationships in their lives. My intent will be to under¬ 
stand how they have defined goals and desires in their lives 
and to see where their ideas of what a woman "ought" to want 
came from. 
Ultimately, I am concerned about what happens for girls 
and young women in schools. But to understand what happens 
in school, it is necessary to begin outside of school. The 
academic and the feminine collide, as Valerie Walkerdine has 
suggested (see Chapter 2), because of models of being female 
that girls bring with them to school, models learned from 
their mothers and other key people in their lives. It is 
largely through people immediate and visible in our worlds 
that discourses are conveyed to us and prescribe what we 
want; desire is shaped through relationships. 
The relationship with her mother was -- and continues 
to be -- very important for each of the five women here. I 
have grouped their stories to look first at the three who 
felt rejected and closed out by their mothers -- Lyn, Elena, 
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and Anne; and then at the two who describe their mothers as 
also their best friends -- Cynthia and Fantasia. 
Lyn's Story: The Dream of a “Normal” Family 
Lyn seems to have been searching, all her twenty-one 
years, for a family whose pattern she never directly 
experienced. It is as if her desire, and the goal of her 
life, was a dream someone told her she ought to have, and 
she has invested a lot of energy into the project. Again 
and again in our conversations Lyn implied that she had 
hoped her children might function to help her make a 
connection to others: to Harold, the biological father of 
her two daughters, Tricia and Brenda, and to parental 
figures, such as her mother and Harold's parents. 
It's hard to know where her notion of a "normal" family 
came from; perhaps to an extent from the foster family with 
whom she lived for a year when she was seven and again 
between the ages of thirteen and sixteen and with whom she 
is still keeps in touch; perhaps partly from the model of 
her mother's mother and stepfather who continue to be 
present in her life; perhaps in large measure from her 
mother's own unrealized dream of a satisfying heterosexual 
relationship. Lyn is not a reader, so romance novels and 
the like have not been a source of information for her in 
shaping her dreams. But the romances of television soap 
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opera and sitcoms have no doubt had their impact in a 
definition of her ideal. 
What Was Her Mother's "Desire”? 
Lyn's "memory" of her own birth family is made of 
stories she was told. Probably from her grandmother, the 
source of much family history (or mythology), she learned 
this story of her conception: "My mother never wanted me. 
She was forced to get pregnant. My father forced himself on 
her, told her he was going to make her life miserable by 
having another baby and he wasn't going to let her give it 
up." [14]1 
Stories of her childhood reiterate her sense of being 
unwanted by her mother. The following tale may be recalled 
from her own memory, but it seems also to have been repeated 
in the folk history of the family. When she was seven, her 
mother left Lyn and her brother with foster parents for a 
year while she had back surgery. When her mother came to 
collect them, she took the boy only and left Lyn in the 
foster home because she had been "bad." She was taking 
pennies from a jar in her foster father's bedroom, and her 
mother left her behind so she would learn not to steal. At 
some point, Lyn's foster parents wanted to adopt her, but 
her mother ultimately would not go through with such a step. 
"From what I’ve been told," Lyn said, "everyone put a guilt 
trip on her" [15] about legally relinquishing her daughter. 
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persuaded her that she would never feel right about it if 
she gave the child up formally for adoption. 
Lyn never knew her father and knows very little about 
him. "From what I hear," she said, "he was another Harold. 
He abused my mother, he drank all the time, he always left 
her trapped in the house, tried to keep her away from her 
family. He was always in jail, always in trouble." [14] At 
one point, when they were living in Indiana and Lyn's mother 
was pregnant with her, the father kidnapped his eighteen 
month old son and kept him hidden for a period of about two 
weeks; during this time, he called every morning to report 
on the child and then he would hang up. "He was torturing 
her," Lyn said. [15] Eventually, he brought the child 
back. When she got the boy back, her mother made a break 
for it. First she headed back to New England, to her own 
mother; then she took off again, first spending a brief time 
in Arizona and settling finally in Florida, where she still 
1ives. 
Lyn has always been curious about her father. In 
particular, she is genuinely puzzled by his total lack of 
interest in her: "He doesn't know anything about me. He 
knew my mother was pregnant, but he never found out if I was 
a girl or a boy, if he had another son or a daughter." [16] 
J 
About her father, she said: "I think his parents live in 
Maine. My foster mother tried one time to get me into one 
of those programs that help you search for your parents, but 
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we were never able to find him. We didn’t know enough about 
him.” She said wistfully: "He could have changed over the 
years, after all -- but maybe not.” [15] 
Reflecting on her adolescent years in a partial 
chronology of her life prepared for this study, Lyn wrote: 
Between the time I came back from my foster 
parents and the time I was sent to them again, I 
was in trouble. I started getting confused about 
life. I was unhappy for many years. I started 
doing bad in school. I was tired of never having 
anyone around me, so I decided to explore in many 
things. At the age of eleven, my mom was unable 
to control me. I went on for two and a half years 
doing as I wanted because I felt no one around me 
cared enough. [13] 
She ran away repeatedly -- or disappeared for several days 
at a time. Her mother put her "in a school for bad kids,” 
and she ran away from there; at one point, she was in 
juvenile hall for twenty-one days. During this period, she 
"got active into boys." [16] Her mother apparently felt 
she could not influence Lyn's behavior and was worried that 
she might get pregnant, and so when Lyn was thirteen, she 
was offered the choice of a foster home in Florida or 
returning to the family she had stayed with as a child. She 
chose to move north. 
Lyn feels that one reason for her interest in boys was 
the fact that she was on several occasions molested by her 
mother's boyfriends. The specifics are hazy, but she 
remembers, for example, that the man in whose condominium 
she and her mother and brother were living when she was 
around six years old used to come into her room at night. 
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Lyn says that she was sent away at thirteen in part because 
of her bad effect on her mother's "relationships with guys." 
"Guys were always leaving her, she said, because of me." 
Her mother's current boyfriend, with whom she has been 
living for the last seven years, is "an idiot," Lyn says. 
"She probably wishes she'd kept me around after all." Her 
mother is "miserable," according to Lyn, because "he doesn't 
pay any attention to her." [17] 
We hear the larger discourses which shape our desires 
through the stories of our mothers and grandmothers. What 
does it mean to be a woman? Is the ideal children, family, 
a "love nest," or is the main point simply to have a man 
around? Should a woman want something for herself, and what 
might that be? "My mother always said she was never ready 
for two kids. She never had a real career behind her. She 
started right off on welfare, never having anything. I feel 
now like I have a good relationship with my mom, now we do. 
I just wish I had had that relationship with her growing up 
through life. But she was never home. It was hard for her. 
She was raising two kids by herself. She had to work, to 
make money so we could eat. She couldn't always be there 
for me. I understand now why she couldn’t always be there 
for us." [15] 
Lyn has several pictures of her mother in her 
apartment, hanging framed on the walls. One of them is a 
photograph of her mother standing beside Tricia on a 
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merry-go-round horse: it's a dream picture of what a loving 
relationship in a happi1y-ever- after world might be: bright 
colors, happy smiles, like an ad for Kodak film. The woman 
in the photograph is young (Lyn's mother is just 39), and 
the picture might well be mother and daughter, Lyn and her 
mother, a wish picture. Yet it suggests what Lyn has tried 
to make happen: through her daughters, she has sought to 
feel secure in her mother's love. Lyn's attempt to make a 
family of her own uncannily replicates her mother's story; 
even the geography of her mother’s life is retraced in Lyn’s 
relationship with Harold. 
Lyn's Desire for Her Own Family 
Harold came into Lyn's life when she was sixteen. She 
was living with her foster parents and had already dropped 
out of school. She met him first by telephone through a 
former boyfriend who had "a big 8 x 10 picture of me." 
After this movie-star kind of introduction, the burst of his 
attention to her was exciting: "when I first met him, he was 
the greatest thing." [18] She had known him for only about 
a week when she agreed to string along on a jaunt to Florida 
that would supposedly last for two weeks. The two weeks 
stretched into almost a year. They shifted around in 
Florida from place to place, both of them earning money as 
they could in various jobs. At one point, Lyn contemplated 
going back to school, even went so far as to send for her 
papers, but Harold was spending all that he earned and she 
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had to work to pay their living bills. Ultimately, Harold 
got a job in a bar, and "that's when our trouble began." 
[18] Harold drank a lot and constantly; they partied 
together for a time, but then he began to abuse Lyn and 
eventually "he took off," headed for Indiana. He could not 
return to Massachusetts, because there was a warrant out 
there for his arrest. 
By the time Lyn made her way back to her foster 
parents' home in New England, she knew she was pregnant. 
Though her foster parents loved her, she says, they would 
not let her stay in their home pregnant. Lyn hoped that 
when Harold knew they had a baby on the way he would come to 
her so they could make a life together. He did come, turned 
himself in, and served his time in jail. But when he got 
out, he visited her briefly, saw their daughter Tricia, born 
in October 1988, and then took off again, back to Indiana. 
When Tricia was born, Harold told his parents (actually 
adoptive parents) that the child was not his after all, and 
to Lyn's astonishment they believed him. She tried to be in 
touch with them when she was in the hospital, thinking they 
would take delight in the birth of a first grandchild. But 
they refused the connection and continued to reject her and 
the child -- eventually children -- until a coincidental 
meeting several years later (in the summer of 1991). At 
that time, they spoke of wanting to see more of the children 
and wanting to help Lyn out, but she was reluctant to let 
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them know how to reach her. She had by then become afraid 
that Harold might intend some harm to the girls, and she did 
not want him to be able to find her through his parents. 
When I came to know her in the summer of 1989, Lyn was 
debating whether or not to write to Harold, then in Indiana. 
She couldn’t understand his lack of interest in their child. 
Amazingly to me, given especially her reports of abuse by 
him, she had high hopes that if he would just come back, if 
they could just get together again, perhaps even have 
another child, he would miraculously change his ways and 
they would have a proper sort of family. Yet she was 
wrestling too with the fact that other people she cared 
about would not accept him: ’’They don't want me with him; so 
as long as I keep him out of my life, then I can have my 
family." [7] By this, which was captured out of context 
through a tape-recorded group conversation, I am sure on the 
basis of other later conversations that she means her foster 
family. That fall he did come back, and she did get 
pregnant again. 
"He didn't abuse me then mainly because we weren't sure 
if I was pregnant or not. I knew I was because I took a 
test in November; I told him the test was positive and we 
were going to have another baby. He was all happy and 
everything, but then he wouldn't believe me; he thought I 
was just saying it, you know, to hold on to him or 
something. He wanted me to go to a doctor and have a test 
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done again. I never did, I kept putting it off, so finally, 
on December 15, we had one last big fight about that and he 
left. I finally did have another test. I talked with him 
on Christmas Eve and told him I was definitely pregnant 
again and we were going to have another baby. He was 
excited and said he was coming back. But he didn't. I 
guess he did us both a favor by staying out there. I 
haven't seen him from December 15, 1989.” [20] Brenda was 
born on August 9, 1990. 
The date of Brenda's birth suggests that the first 
pregnancy test was done very soon after conception. Lyn had 
expressed during the summer the notion that getting pregnant 
again might be a way of holding on to Harold, and he accused 
her (in what is quoted above) of using that trick and was 
angry about it. Lyn's strategy with Harold was responding 
apparently to an expectation of paternal responsibility -- 
an aspect of Hollway's ”have/hold discourse” -- in spite of 
her knowledge that it had not worked out with her own 
father, in spite of her increasing sense that Harold was 
more trouble in some ways than he was worth. It's hard to 
know whether Lyn really "loved” Harold. I've never heard 
her use that word in talking about their relationship. 
After the flashfire of their early acquaintance, he was a 
financial and emotional burden for her and ultimately he 
hurt her physically, especially when she was pregnant, when 
she was carrying the tie that was supposed to bind them 
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together. But she wanted someone to "be there" for her, 
and she persisted in wanting him to help her make a family, 
to take the role of father. 
Between the time he left and when Brenda was born, Lyn 
and Harold were sporadically in touch. I have no idea if 
she wrote to him again as she had done during the summer 
when she was in The Program, but I suspect that she may have 
tried in some way to repair the relationship. I do know 
Harold would call periodically; one time she told me he had 
left a message of verbal abuse on her answering machine -- 
which she preserved in case she ever needed evidence against 
him. By February 1990 she discovered that he had a family 
of sorts in Indiana. "I found out he'd been sleeping with 
her, and I found out she had four kids. It really made me 
think about the kind of person he was, that he could hook up 
with some girl who's got four kids and help her but he can't 
help me with our two kids. I realized the kind of person he 
was finally, and I realized that I just didn't want him back 
any more. I guess you could say I grew up." [20] At that 
point, apparently, she stopped trying to have any contact 
with him. 
I'm not sure I know what Lyn means by "growing up." 
Perhaps from her perspective what happened was that she 
realized finally that Harold had never really intended to 
stay with her and help her form a family. But another way 
of saying it is this: somehow she saw that her dream and 
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real events just weren't going to mesh, and she just turned 
off one set of conversations about what "ought" to be. The 
beginnings of an alternative discourse may be in sorting out 
-- by hard experience all too often unfortunately -- which 
voices in one's life are telling lies. 
What Did Lyn Really Want? 
Probably partly because she recalls the story of her 
father's irrational behavior in kidnapping her brother, Lyn 
was wary of several unexplained attempts by Harold to get 
access to the girls, and she is afraid of him now. She has 
lived a secluded life since she moved to her present 
apartment just in the knick of time: "Another few weeks in 
Mill town and I would have opened the door some morning to 
see him standing there." She rarely goes out, especially 
in the winter months, except for a walk to nearby stores or 
on a dinner excursion with her grandmother. It's lonely and 
sometimes the isolation, with only two small children for 
company, gets to her. At one point recently, she opined, 
"Some days I think of doing what my mother did" -- by which 
I guess she means giving up her girls to foster parents. 
Other days she dreams still of the family Harold was 
supposed to help her build: "I hate being alone. I'd like 
someone to talk to or go out with or share my life and my 
girls with. Maybe someday I'll find somebody. But I 
haven't really been out looking." When I asked her how or 
where she would look, she said she would go to the laundro- 
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mat or grocery store or a park. "A father out with his 
children in the park, after school. That's the kind of man 
I would like." [21] 
The dream of a family. What is it that Lyn real 1 y 
wanted: a family now or the family she never had? She 
seems to find much pleasure in the newly discovered close¬ 
ness with her mother. She looks forward to any visits -- 
when her mother comes to New England or when she has 
arranged for Lyn and the girls to spend time in Florida. 
When I visited her in March 1991 for our "formal interview," 
she was bubbling with the delight of having called her 
mother to wish her a happy birthday, something the 
seven-years boyfriend had forgotten completely. "She was 
laughing," Lyn said, "and so glad I had called." [14] 
There is a sense in which Lyn's life so far has been 
mainly about getting her mother's attention. It's almost as 
if she had planned the terrible relationship with Harold so 
that she would have something at last truly in common with 
her mother. And when Lyn became a mother herself, the 
dynamic between them shifted; power was realigned. Lyn 
became her mother's colleague -- there were experiences now 
that they shared, as equals. Lyn perceives that grand¬ 
parents gain something by the presence of grand-children; 
she reiterates the notion of Harold's parents "suffering" by 
the loss of the connection to her girls.[24] By the birth 
of her daughters, she has been able to give her mother 
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something valuable and important -- and she has something 
now that she can, if she chooses, withhold, or even take 
away completely (if she would decide to give them up to 
foster parents): the presence and the love of those little 
girls. 
Lyn has worked at making a family in two directions: 
horizontally in trying to reform Harold and make a nuclear 
family with her as Mother; and vertically, in trying to 
reclaim her mother's love (and striving for Harold's 
parents' love) through her girls. I see her working within 
a discourse that tells her what a mother ought to be, and I 
wonder sometimes in talking with her if it's the actual 
person of her mother that she wants to be connected to, or 
the dream of a model mother that her own mother never 
embodied. Is it true perhaps, as Hollway has suggested in 
the term "unconditional love," that what Lyn really wanted 
was some kind of reliable attention, an approval that would 
affirm her existence, her presence, her "I-am-me?" Lyn 
appears now to have given up on the traditional dream of a 
family at last, for when she and Anne spent Thanksgiving 
together in 1991, they agreed that they were more like 
family to each other than any real family either of them had 
known. Friends, they have both discovered, can in some ways 
be better than family. In this conclusion, they have taken 
a step perhaps toward "alternative discourse"; they have 
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discovered that what they were taught to want may not be as 
good in some ways as other options. 
Elena's Story: I'm Not Like Mv Mother, But I Am 
Elena's story echoes with a loneliness similar to 
Lyn's, but her sense of rejection by her mother was lived 
out for eighteen years in the context of a nuclear family. 
Elena can say that she understands now why her mother 
couldn't always "be there" for her, but she still harbors 
anger about what was "missing" in her childhood. She has 
struggled mightily toward a goal of "making things 
different," but she is caught in a dilemma summarized by the 
paradox she has repeated to me several times: "I don't want 
to be like my mother, but I am: I'm exact 1y like her." 
Like Lyn, Elena has "memories" that were told to her 
that help her comprehend her mother's lack of attention. 
Her mother's mother, in Puerto Rico, was married at the age 
of thirteen and gave birth ultimately to thirteen children. 
Elena's mother was "the third of the oldest" and was sent 
off for her grandmother to raise. "My mother," Elena says, 
"was really hung up with the fact that her mother didn't 
love her, her mother gave her away." [7] She quit school 
after the sixth grade and made a commitment to Elena's 
father when she was eighteen. They moved together to the 
mainland, living first in New Jersey and then in Massa¬ 
chusetts. They had three children: Elena, who is now 25; 
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her brother, now 21; and a sister, now living with her 
mother in Puerto Rico, 16 years old. 
About her parents’ relationship, Elena says, ”My father 
never let her do anything. It's because of him she never 
learned English. He wouldn’t 1et her.” [10] Curiously, 
Elena’s "first language” is English, in spite of the fact 
that her mother speaks only Spanish. Elena has no trace of 
a Spanish accent; though she speaks Spanish well enough now 
to have acted as translator in The Program, it is an 
Americanized version of the language that she said she did 
not dare use in Puerto Rico. 
The language difference is a source of ongoing friction 
between Elena and her mother; her mother feels strongly that 
Miranda, Elena's four-year-old daughter, should be learning 
the language of their culture, and she often speaks to the 
subject in their periodic phone conversations. This 
difference is symptomatic of other generational divisions. 
Elena describes herself as a "Puerto Rican American" -- a 
phrase that seems to signify the difference in perspective 
between someone like her, born on the mainland, socialized 
by American television and the "American dream," and someone 
like her mother, born and raised on the island. Among other 
things, there are certain rules about relationships embedded 
in her mother's view of the world that simply do not apply 
for Elena; she would not, for example, give to her daughter 
the name of a man who was the child's biological father but 
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who had abused Elena and disclaimed paternity. Four years 
after the child's birth, Elena's mother still is trying to 
get her to change her mind on this issue.4 
Life in Elena's nuclear family was not particularly 
happy for anyone, as she recalls it. When I asked her in a 
formal "interview" how she had felt about school, she told 
me instead about home: "At home, things were so weird at 
times that school became my way of getting out of the 
house." There was nothing at school, she said, that made 
her want to be there. No one there seemed to care about 
her, and she was painfully conscious of her minority status: 
Puerto Ricans were not welcomed when she was in the Mi11 town 
schools by either peers or teachers. School for Elena was 
"an escape,” a means of getting away, for a few hours each 
day, from a house full of people where no one said "hi or 
goodbye or goodnight." [7] She sees now that the lone¬ 
liness she felt was also experienced by her mother, who was 
isolated by language and by never being taken out or allowed 
to go out alone. Elena's notion of a "normal" family in¬ 
cludes events enjoyed together, something her family never 
did: "My father was not the kind of guy to say, come on, 
let's go on a picnic. I'm 24 years old," she said in a way 
that made it clear her announcement should elicit surprise 
from me, "and I've never been to a circus -- or a play; 
things like that we never did." [10] 
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How Do You Measure Mother Love? 
Remembering her childhood, Elena said to me: "I knew 
something was missing. I knew something was missing. I 
missed a lot of love. I never remember my mother picking me 
up and reading to me. Maybe because of what she felt with 
her mother -- you know, her mother never spent any time with 
her, and she didn’t see the harm it was doing to us.” [9] 
Elena has clearly heard somewhere in her experience a 
discourse defining what a ’’good enough” mother ought to do 
and ought to be; no doubt, one source of this for her -- as 
for all the women here except Fantasia -- was parenting 
classes at The Center. She blames her mother’s failure to 
provide sufficient evidence of her love partly on culture: 
"I bet for every first generation Hispanic wanting to go to 
college, it’s not cultural for you to want to sit down and 
read to your kids. I bet you 95%...never experienced that.” 
[17] 
What Elena perceives as a cultural issue, however, I 
think is more related to the ’’first generation college” 
piece of what she says here; I think, in other words, that 
the issue is class. The middle class mother, as Valerie 
Walkerdine points out,^ knows that part of the 
responsibility of mothering is to prepare her child for 
school, by the various games they play together around 
household chores as well as by -- in Elena's construction of 
motherhood -- reading to her. In judging her mother (and 
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father), Elena is using norms that were communicated to her 
outside of their family circle. It is hard to say whether 
she felt deprived when she was a child or whether looking 
back, considering her mother's "treachery" which she still 
cannot forgive, she has applied a measure that enables her 
to realign the power dynamic between them by judging herself 
a better mother than her mother was. 
Elena's mother had been missing something too, and 
after all those years of obedience and imprisonment, she 
just gathered herself -- and her youngest child -- together 
one day and left. Elena was in her senior year of high 
school when her mother took off. She tried to stay back 
with her father and finish school, but a new woman replaced 
her mother and her father's change "from worse to worser" 
[11] made staying impossible. Three months short of her 
diploma, she followed her mother to Florida. There she 
tried to finish school, but entering a senior class that had 
been together for several years was not easy or comfortable. 
In addition, she "had gotten to a point where I just didn't 
care," and she saw quitting school as a way of punishing her 
mother: "I did it to hurt her." [11] Elena's mother had 
reiterated with her children again and again: finishing 
school is important. It was something she had not had that 
she wanted very much for them, but ultimately her voice had 
no influence on them. (Elena's brother also left school 
before he earned a diploma.) 
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In Florida, Elena was living alone, not with her 
mother, though she had followed her there and was in touch 
with her. After quitting school for good, she got a job in 
a retail store and was enjoying her work. Ultimately, there 
was a guy, Adrian, her first encounter with romance. Like 
many of the Puerto Rican young women I have known, Elena's 
experience of men up to this point in her life had been 
quite limited, for her father had not allowed her to date. 
When she first met Adrian, she thought he was someone who 
would protect and care for her; she moved in with him, and 
before long she became pregnant. At that point, when she 
was pregnant, he began to abuse her. So she left, just as 
her mother had left -- abruptly and decisively. "My mom was 
coming back -- one night she came by and said, I'm leaving 
for Massachusetts tomorrow. That night Adrian and I had had 
a fight, and I knew I didn’t want to live like that. So I 
said, Don't go until I tell you. And she said, What are you 
going to do? You can't leave your baby's father." But 
Elena thought about it overnight and talked the situation 
over with her boss, who "was like a father to me." Then she 
called her mother: "Come pick me up; I'm leaving with you." 
[12] 
Her mother has since left the area again, the last time 
headed for Puerto Rico, where she is now living and seems to 
have found some contentment. Elena stayed in Mi 11 town, the 
city she feels is home, the place "where I grew up in more 
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ways than one." [7] They talk on the phone from time to 
time and Elena visits periodically, when her mother calls 
her to come because she needs her. Elena has responded 
readily to that call in the past. Having started at the 
community college in 1988-89, Elena blamed her mother for 
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causing her to drop out in the fall of 1989 because she 
needed Elena to come. She has said that she will not allow 
this to happen again, that her mother's "need" must in the 
future be adjusted to the academic calendar. 
Competing Desires: To be Different, to be Needed 
Elena has struggled with her feelings about her mother. 
She accuses her of holding on to "bitterness"6 in a way 
that has hurt her children deeply. She says that she 
herself has found ways to put the bitterness aside, to 
forgive her father for what he is and the things he has done 
wrong. Curiously, in spite of some understanding of her 
mother's motivations, she has had a harder time letting go 
of the bitterness she feels toward her mother. Her mother's 
leap for freedom upset Elena's life. Part of her 
resentment may be in watching herself herself follow her 
mother's early pattern, obedient to the discourse that says 
a woman has to have a man -- even while her head keeps 
telling her she should do something different. "There was 
something in me," Elena said in our August 1990 interview, 
"that I knew was going to help me to be different. Some¬ 
where along the line when I was young I made a decision: I'm 
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not going to be like my mother. I am like my mother, I’m 
exactly like her, but I just said. No, I'm not going to be 
like that." [9-10] 
Being different from her mother has to do for Elena 
with how she has behaved as a parent: "I want to be a friend 
to my kid. I want her to know she has love." [10] It also 
has to do with shaping a life. Elena has expressed more 
than once her desire to get off welfare: "My mother was on 
welfare, and so I was the next one, and I didn't want that 
to continue. For my daughter's sake, and for me, but so she 
could see that that's not necessarily the way it is." 
[17-18] 
To get off welfare, she has to get more education. But 
it is terribly hard. The system, despite what may be said, 
doesn't help very much. It's so easy to get on welfare; all 
of these women thought that it would be a temporary thing, 
to tide them over until they could find another solution. 
But once you're on, it's so very hard to get off, both 
emotionally and practically. "They take away whatever 
little self-esteem you have," as Elena said, "and they take 
away your dignity." Without those, the struggle for change 
is difficult at best. Getting the financial support needed 
to effect that change is a constant battle. Elena again: 
"Somehow they've made it so you feel that without it you 
can't survive. It's like you're damned if you do and damned 
if you don't. If you go to work, they cut what little 
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benefits you have. And if you want to continue in school 
[once you have a high school diploma or a GED], they give 
you a big hassle about it, about child care and everything. 
They want you to go on and get out of the system, but 
•J 
somehow they hold on to you." [18] 
Even if a woman really wants to change her life, 
emotional support in the struggle is hard to find. And that 
lack of support makes you wonder if the struggle is really 
the right thing after all. Maybe the right thing is just to 
do what your mother did, yield to the satisfaction of being 
"needed” by a guy who says he will "be there" for you 
"forever." Elena knows about herself that despite her ideas 
about going on for more education, her desire centers on 
being the Mother, the life-giver, the caretaker. She 
wishes she could resist this deep impulse: "If I could just 
go out in the street and get a fix, like a druggie, maybe I 
wouldn't have to keep doing this." [28] Yet twice since I 
have known her she has been drawn into a male-partner 
relationship because she perceived herself as needed. Now, 
at 25, she is pregnant again, and in the fall of 1991, she 
withdrew from college again. 
During her second summer in The Program (1990), Elena 
had wrestled through her relationship with Nathan. They had 
been friends for years, close friends. Though their rela¬ 
tionship did not become "physical until way after," she had 
provided important emotional support for him: "I had never 
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seen a man cry, but we've cried and we've laughed together. 
I remember the first day he had to go to court, he sat on my 
back porch crying because he was so scared." [20] Just 
before The Program started in 1990, Nathan had asked her to 
marry him, and she was very tempted. Ultimately, she 
decided to reject him because she saw, she said, that what 
he really wanted was someone to take care of him -- rather 
than the other way around. Later she said quite firmly to 
me that she was determined not to be romantically involved 
with a man again unless he could respect "me for me," unless 
he could (in other words) honor her as a person in her own 
right, rather than as a vehicle for satisfying his needs. 
Jose, the man she is with now, seemed (like Nathan) to 
be so in need of care, and she forgot, I guess, or ignored 
her post-Nathan resolution. He was a little boy hiding 
inside a tough "hoodlum" exterior. He had had a hard life 
and needed someone to love him. But responding to a man's 
needs -- and acting out for one's self what "love" is -- 
requires having sex. Elena wasn't careful with Jose; in 
fact she meant not to be, she admitted to me in 
conversation. She wanted to get pregnant, because for nine 
months at least, all contradictions are removed. Or so she 
had hoped. But she is still wrestling with uncertainty: 
she's not sure if she will marry Jose because she's pretty 
sure there will be problems in the relationship. There is a 
great difference in their educational backgrounds, she with 
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several years of college now, he barely literate. She's not 
sure whether she wants to keep the baby and has broached 
with him the possibility of giving it up for adoption. 
Elena would like to go on with her studies; she has a 
vision of what the end product might be: some kind of 
profession in the law. But she also perceives how long it 
will take and how lonely the process will be. It may be the 
smart thing to do, but it doesn't touch her desire right now 
to be needed, to have someone in her life who cares. School 
is all in the head; it does nothing for the heart. Is that 
the way it has to be, I wonder. Is there no way that school 
could touch a woman's desire? 
Other Wavs of Feeling Needed 
I have watched Elena at work in three situations that 
satisfied by public service her need to be needed. I got to 
know her in person -- having made her acquaintance first 
through one of her poems -- during The Program in the summer 
of 1989. She came as "just one of the students," but she 
turned out to be absolutely crucial to our success. Of the 
ten students enrolled in The Program that first year, four 
understood very little English and spoke none at all. The 
other five students and the staff spoke only the most 
minimal Spanish. Largely because of one very difficult 
Anglo woman, Janie, the relationship between the Anglo and 
Hispanic factions was tense from the very first moment. 
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Elena's willingness to act as translator was an 
indispensible support for The Program; but she was also 
mediator, encouraging openness and trust in her fellow 
students, especially the Hispanic students who often felt 
the sting of Janie's unpleasantness. Whenever things seemed 
on the verge of falling apart, Elena would find a way to 
keep it together. On the last day, for example, just before 
the presentation to an audience that we had worked so hard 
to prepare, she gave Janie a card in which she had written 
that she was glad to have known her, that if Janie ever 
needed a friend she should call on Elena. Janie yielded at 
last and at that penultimate moment became finally part of 
the group. It made a huge difference in the success of our 
presentation. 
Elena was the hub and the leader that summer; she set 
the tone and made it all happen. She knew her power too; 
she knew how important she was for all of us. She loved 
being in the middle of things, it was easy to see, for she 
was happy and full of delight in everything we did. She 
also enjoyed her work in the fall of 1990 as a Classroom 
Assistant at the middle school which had been founded 
through the collaboration of the college with the public 
schools of Milltown. At one point, I observed her teaching 
Spanish to English speakers in a sixth grade classroom. The 
classroom teacher had left her on her own with a small group 
of children, and she handled herself with the instincts of a 
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born teacher, knowing just how to encourage the reticent and 
keep a lid on the obstreperous. On the day she left the 
school after her thirteen weeks of service, a number of 
students were clinging to her tearfully. She had been 
important in their lives for the brief time she had been 
with them, and the experience had been an affirming one for 
her. 
I also observed Elena several times in her role as a 
work-study student in the financial aid office at the 
community college. She was efficient and helpful to 
students who came in looking for assistance and well-liked 
by her colleagues in the office. She was as happy as I have 
ever seen her, pleased with her work, delighted to be 
earning money that would not be counted against her welfare 
grant. I felt a sense of contentment about her; she seemed 
to be thoroughly in control of her life, feeling productive 
and useful. Her mood in both these settings -- at the 
school and in the financial aid office -- was very different 
from the pensive waiting that I have sensed in her since she 
withdrew from college again this fall. 
Another Discourse in Elena’s Life: Church 
One other setting in which I have observed Elena must 
be mentioned here because it introduces to her frame of 
reference a persuasive set of discourses that she has from 
time to time listened to very attentively. She became 
involved in the Glorious Gospel Church shortly after her 
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return from Florida. She was staying with friends in whose 
lives the church was very important. For a while, she would 
hide out in her room during the weekly Bible study meetings 
in their home, but at one point a woman who came to these 
meetings sought her out. Elena was struck by the woman’s 
friendliness; in fact, she was somewhat dumbfounded by her 
eager interest in a pregnant young stranger. ’’But somehow,” 
Elena said, ”1 knew there was a difference in her life. 
There was something different about her.” 
Sometime later, she gave in to her friends' urging and 
attended a youth rally with them. As she heard the talk 
that night about faith and love, "there was something in me 
that just felt like I needed that, I wanted it.” [19] So 
she began to be a regular communicant, joined the church 
softball team, took Miranda to Sunday School, made the 
church for a time very intensely the center of her social as 
well as her spiritual life. She sent me a card and a long 
letter at one point, urging me, because of her affection for 
me, she said, and her desire to see me "saved,” to "bring 
Christ into my life." She said in the letter: 
In my life, I know Christ made the difference. 
When I felt alone, when things happened to me that 
I didn’t deserve. He gave me peace and took away 
the bitterness. So that I could have joy, real 
inner joy. I know that if it hadn't been for that 
someone who came up to me and told me Jesus loved 
me and died for me, I would probably be miserable 
like so many girls my age. [19] 
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In March 1991, I went with her, as her adopted "mother," to 
a mother-daughter breakfast sponsored by the church and 
heard the discourses that have influenced her there. 
When we went into the breakfast, I was surprised at the 
sea of white faces. Elena was, so far as I could tell, the 
only Hispanic among approximately 150 women gathered for the 
occasion. She said to me that the people here didn't look 
at things like that, that they accepted her for who she is. 
Nonetheless, she mentioned that these people were all 
middle-class, and she implied that none of them probably 
knew she was living on welfare. 
Before the formal proceedings that day, we chatted 
about her experiences of church. She had grown up, she 
said, in a Pentacostal environment, and she was afraid, when 
that loving woman had appeared in her life, that this church 
might ring down on her the same kind of cruel judgment of 
unmarried young mothers that she recalled having witnessed 
there. But the people here were kind to her, loving, 
supportive, encouraging. The pastor was attentive and 
determined; he was the one person in August 1990 that had 
remembered her birthday when both her parents had neglected 
to send greetings, and (like me) he has more than once 
tracked her down in person when she has disappeared for a 
while. The pastor had encouraged her to go on with her 
studies, because, he said, "God doesn't want His people to 
be stupid." 
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After breakfast, we listened to prayers and songs and a 
sermon all focusing on the Biblical role of women. We were 
gathered to honor the women of the church, to celebrate 
their role in sustaining the vitality of the church and 
traditional family structures. In particular that morning 
the group was congratulating the annual "Mother of the Year" 
who had by her life provided an example of service to family 
and church. In spite of my reservations about this kind of 
discourse, I could feel the congeniality that was so 
important to Elena. Woven through the pastor’s words was 
another kind of family theme: the family of this place, 
banded together for safety in a hostile world. After break¬ 
fast, there was a lot of hugging and genuine pleasure of 
greeting which included warmly both Elena and me. 
Elena told me just the other day, in the midst of her 
current period of waiting, that she had gone to church again 
for the first time in at least six months. Something is 
there that she values. Though the discourse in church must 
enlarge her confusion since she tends to avoid it at certain 
points in her life, she seems to enjoy very much that sense 
of being enfolded in a group, among people who appear to 
care about her "for her." That is what sti11 is missing for 
her in school. 
How to Decide What Is "Right" 
Elena has been more out in the world than Lyn. She 
has invited (or has had thrust) into her life and attention 
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a wider array of discourses, and she has listened to them 
all. Though she would not use the phrase, she experiences 
who-she-is as made up of multiple subjectivities, for she is 
aware of her focus being drawn from one discourse to 
another; she consciously shuts one off in deference to 
another as the focus of her life shifts. During an affair 
of the heart -- and body, for feeling compassion (and love?) 
for a man necessarily means that she will have sex with him 
-- she goes to some trouble to avoid both me and her pastor. 
(She said her phone was changed to an unlisted number for 
other reasons early in the past summer as her relationship 
with Jose was heating up, but I'm inclined to wonder about 
that!) And vice versa: when she is going to school, she 
opens herself to the voices that will support her resolve. 
In the time I have known her, she has swung back and 
forth repeatedly between these two aspects of herself, 
responding to competing desires in her life and competing 
frames of reference. Her consciousness of being a "Puerto 
Rican American" is part of this struggle: is she connected 
to traditions of the island and the Hispanic culture that 
has participated in shaping her, or is she more "American" 
and so more a "liberated woman?" Is she her mother's 
daughter, or is she "different?" And what does it mean to 
be her mother's daughter: is she a child of the former 
mother whose life was for so many years circumscribed in the 
old tradition by obedience to a man who essentially impri- 
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soned her, or is she a child of the mother who ran away to 
make a claim to her self? 
I hear the women of my case studies -- especially 
Elena, who has a particularly strong sense of there being 
some kind of discoverable measure -- searching for "what is 
right" to do in their lives as they attend to a variety of 
contradictory definitions. The constant background sound in 
all of the discourses that touch our lives, however, is a 
recurrent echo of normalcy: "what is right" translates to a 
great degree into "what is normal." Or, stated in a more 
complex way, the question becomes: "Given an array of 
competing models, how can I find a sense of who-I-am that 
will be acceptable to (considered normal by) those around 
me?" How, in other words, can I have both some sense of a 
private self (what Elena has called "me for me") and 
connection (the desire for someone to "be there" and someone 
she can be there for)? 
One evening in the spring of 1991, I took Elena to a 
Spanish play at the college. It was a fairly dismal piece, 
as it turned out, about three men who gradually destroy 
themselves in debauchery. She understood far more of what 
was going on in the play than I did, and periodically she 
would, ever the translator and facilitator, fill me in on 
what was happening. At one point she leaned over to me and 
said: "He's supposedly talking to a judge. But really, you 
know, the only judge of his life is him." [27] That's the 
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struggle for Elena right there: she is the judge of her 
life, and she is wrestling painfully with what is "right," 
struggling to decide what she real 1y wants, apparently 
convinced that she has to choose between her academic and 
her feminine selves. 
Anne’s Story: Me Against the World 
On the other hand, Anne, at 24, has shaped her life as 
if she knows what she wants. She is determined to go it on 
her own, to wage a private battle of "me against the world." 
[27] I see Anne consciously, intentionally, stepping 
outside the norm, as defined by her family, her peers, and 
"society," almost as if she has looked for the norm in order 
to move beyond it, as if resistance, defiance, is her way of 
life. She described to me in an interview what must be 
resisted from the outside world: "I think that society is 
geared to make young mothers feel like what they’ve done is 
wrong; so they put them in a little box and label them. 
It’s hard to move from that little box to see what’s outside 
because you're thinking about the tapes that society keeps 
playing for you: 'You're a young parent, you're neglective, 
you're a welfare recipient, you have no ambition' -- that 
kind of thing." [40] Her family has played tapes for her 
too; like society's tapes, they have been full of negative 
messages. 
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Anne's story, like the others, begins with stories she 
was told. The tale of her birth seems to be an important 
piece of family mythology; it is certainly important for 
Anne, for she has repeated it in several different contexts 
over the four years I have known her. It seems to have 
become for her a symbol of her relationship with her mother. 
Anne was her mother's second child, conceived very soon 
after her sister Bonnie's birth. Her mother was only six 
months along in the pregnancy when she fell down a flight of 
stairs, and labor began prematurely. Anne wrote in her 
self-portrait during the 1990 session of The Program: 
The doctors tried for forty hours to delay my 
birth. The long and hard labor ended with my 
early arrival, weighing in at two pounds and 
twelve ounces. My mother says that I was 
determined to have my own way right from the 
start, so much so that I arrived three months 
early, small, but full of spirit and fight, so I 
was told. Independent and into myself from the 
start, my father says, and, of course, loud. [3-4] 
Anne wrote a slightly different version of the story 
about a year later as she prepared a chronology of her life 
for this study [6-9]: 
I was born on August 14, 1967, exactly nine months 
and ten days after my sister. My mother told me I 
was her smallest baby but the hardest to get out. 
After three days of labor, I was born at two 
pounds and twelve ounces. 
She went on in this writing to say more about the 
relationship with her mother: 
So right from the start, it wasn't easy between my 
mother and me. I like to say the love-hate 
relationship started from conception. 
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Her parents were divorced when she was a little over a year 
old, and, she wrote, "When my father remarried (when I was 
two), my mother sent him a lovely wedding gift: Me." She 
grew up with her father and her grandmother "Mama” -- and 
stepmother, but Anne doesn't always include her in a drawing 
of the family circle: "Not that she didn't care, just that 
she didn't really have to, so she became invisible in a 
sense." There were frictions with her stepmother, however, 
as she noted in another conversation (see Chapter 5). 
Anne remembers a particular moment of fear from those 
growing up years. When she was nine, she overheard her 
grand- mother telling her father that she was too big to sit 
on his lap. 
That scared me. I thought my father wouldn't love 
me any more because I wasn't going to be able to 
sit on his lap and kiss his face or comb his hair. 
But she shared her anxiety apparently, and her father 
offered comfort. 
He never stopped me from sitting on his lap, just 
told me not to in my Mama's presence. He said 
that her thinking was from the old south. From 
then on, I knew my father was going to teach me to 
be a girl from 'up the road' (up north), not like 
the children down south, in a sense seen but not 
heard. 
Also when she was nine, her father bought her first 
diary for her and told her she could write anything in it 
that she wanted, "things I couldn't say out loud and things 
I couldn't tell him." For a brief time, she shared her 
writings with him, and then she began to make the diary her 
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own. [7] She has been writing in a journal daily ever 
since, now often two or three times a day. 
Discourses of "Woman" in Anne's Life 
For some years Anne believed that the reason her mother 
gave her away was simply an inability to cope with more than 
one child. But when her mother later gave birth to another 
child and adopted a relative, Anne decided that it must have 
been specifically her that her mother rejected. Such an 
understanding of why she grew up with her father is a source 
of sadness, anger, and confusion. Her relationship with her 
mother is uncertain and full of contradictions. Anne said 
to me, "It really bothers me if she says she's going to do 
something and then doesn't, [but] she's one of those in and 
out persons -- she's like in your life and then out of your 
life -- so I try not to get hurt." [24] She does, however, 
retaliate: since her mother did not come as she had promised 
to a play at The Center, Anne did not invite her to the 
graduation ceremony several months later. When her mother 
was upset at her being pregnant a second time, Anne told her 
she would never speak to her again, and they did not have 
any contact for over two years. 
When Anne wrote for me specifically in response to my 
request that she talk about her relationship with her 
mother, the text was confusing and reflected the conflicting 
emotions that thinking about her mother calls forth: 
In some ways we are as different as night and 
day and at the same time too much alike to agree 
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not to agree. What I like about my mother is that 
she sometimes gives me the right to disagree and 
feel comfortable about it, not too often, but 
still the same. I like that she is independent to 
a point. She has worked very hard to get where 
she is and I admire that about her, her ability to 
see a goal and reach it. 
Even though our relationship is not at its 
best and more than likely will not be, I don't 
think I would change it because at least I know 
where I stand in this relationship if you could 
call it that. Being a teenage mother herself when 
I was born, you would think she would have been a 
little more understanding, but she wasn't -- not 
because she had hoped I would be going to college 
or getting a good job after graduating from high 
school, but because she believed (and still does) 
that I did it on purpose to make her and my father 
unhappy. My sister had gotten pregnant about 
three or four months before I did, and as usual I 
added to her unhappiness. [26] 
Anne's mother did finish high school and later took 
advantage of educational benefits at the hospital where she 
was on the housekeeping staff to earn an R. N. She is now a 
surgical nurse. It is to this professional achievement Anne 
is referring when she says her mother can "see a goal and 
reach it." When she says that her mother is independent "to 
a point," I think she is referring to the fact that her 
mother does not live on her own but in her mother's 
extended-fami1y household. This grandmother, whom everyone 
calls "Maw" -- really her mother's aunt -- Anne has 
described as a typical "Black matriarch" [25]. Her 
household, where "you have to take a number and stand in 
line" to talk with Maw, represents for Anne a particular 
discourse of her ethnic heritage. Maw left school after the 
third grade, labored all her life as a domestic worker. 
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married a man who dutifully turned over his paycheck to her 
every week, had babies of her own and took in her sister's 
orphans; a model of eternal largesse, she fills her house 
now with grandchildren, nephews and nieces. 
Anne admires Maw tremendously, but she has gotten into 
trouble with her -- as well as with her mother -- for her 
refusal to shape her life in the same way. In particular, 
there has been distress because of Anne's unwillingness to 
help her sister with her children. This sister, the sibling 
whom her mother kept when she gave Anne away, has a history 
of drug abuse as well as repeated pregnancy. Her third 
child was severely injured as an infant when the addicted 
mother spilled boiling water on her. When a fourth child 
was born cocaine-addicted in November 1991, Anne's sister 
was to be forced into a detox program. She asked Anne to 
take care of her children, including this last one whom she 
named after Anne and her oldest daughter. Knowing that she 
had all she could do to sustain the care of her own three 
daughters, and convinced too that it was not a real help to 
her sister to participate in the continual family project of 
rescuing her from her mistakes, Anne refused, and the four 
are now in Maw's custody and care. 
Her family accuses Anne of being a "snob," of being too 
independent, and of a lack of "respect." Periodically there 
are disagreements, and Anne perceives that she is being 
punished by silence from time to time, not so much for any 
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specific breach of the family relational code, but more for 
her general stance of independence and separation, which 
they interpret as selfishness and thinking she is somehow 
better than they are. Anne's independence dates back, she 
says, to when she became pregnant the first time, when her 
father also rejected her: "I've been on my own since I was 
about 16. My parents didn't want me, and I've sort of 
learned, I guess, to depend on myself more so than other 
people." [23] 
Messages from Her Father: Anne's Desire for Approval 
As we worked together over her story in the first stage 
of this study, Anne realized she had rarely mentioned her 
father to me in all our conversations in person and on 
paper. When we talked about this absence in August 1991, 
she said: "Me and my dad, we get along as long as I play 
the game the way he wants it. You know how kids are when 
you play cards with them? You know how they'll say 'These 
are the rules, these are the rules; if you don't use my 
rules, you can't play?' Well, that's the way my dad is. He 
doesn't like it that I'm not married. He thinks I need a 
husband, my kids need a father. But I always tell him it's 
me against the world." [27] She went on that day to show 
how she often will defy him, push him away from her by 
intentionally making him angry. She described asking him 
for a favor, and when he says he will have to check with his 
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wife first, she will say, "Oh, well, never mind. I know who 
wears the pants in your family.” 
The continuing tension in her relationship with her 
father is a source of tremendous pain, which may indeed 
explain why she has mentioned him so infrequently. Com¬ 
menting on his absence in her story in a letter written on 
August 25, 1991, she said that when she got pregnant the 
first time, she felt she had "disappointed him and he lost a 
lot of respect and love for me. It still hurts to hear from 
him and his hopes for me." 
Several days later (on August 31) she wrote a piece 
that she instructed me to work into her story somewhere. In 
it, she reflected on how her relationship with her father 
had changed over time. 
When I was very young, about five or six, I 
would tell my father before bed that when I grew 
up I was going to marry him and make him happy. 
My father was always there for me (when I was a 
girl), giving me a positive role model. He taught 
me to jump rope and play jacks while all the other 
dads were teaching Junior to hit a baseball. He 
would take me for a walk every afternoon (after 
school), and we would talk about my day. He 
always seemed optimistic and flexible when I had a 
problem, like when my little sister [stepsister] 
was born and I was worried that I would lose my 
room and my father. But he fixed it up so the 
baby would have her own room, and my dad and I 
started going out for dinner every Friday so we 
could always have ’our time’ as friends. 
When I went to school, my father expected so 
much from me. Not only making good grades but 
joining the right groups, being with the right 
people, and making the correct choices for the 
future. From those expectations I got the message 
that I was worthy as long as I could achieve, so I 
always set goals and achieved. I became the 
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little girl everyone was proud of. So, doing 
everything just so and having never risked 
disfavor as a child, I became a rebellious 
teenager. 
When I was fourteen, I got involved with a 
pretty fast group, and that was when I got into 
drugs and party till you drop or die. When I was 
fifteen, I got pregnant. Not only was my family 
bitterly disappointed, but so was my father and he 
let me know it. I felt I had no other choice but 
to move out. I thought I had brought my father 
nothing but shame. I felt I had let my family 
down, especially my father. With all the talks 
about prevention, I should have known better and 
kept myself out of that situation. By the time my 
first daughter was born, his feeling had changed 
but not much. 
Because I have not achieved my ultimate goal, 
I feel no matter what I do I will let him down. 
He was very happy about my performance in the 
play; the look on his face showed love. When I 
graduated, he brought me six roses to show how 
many years it took and he brought the girls 
daisies. On both occasions he was happy, but not 
happy enough because he asked me, was this all? 
What about college or the shop [see below] you 
talked about? 
As for now, the relationship I have with my 
father is take it as it comes. He visits two or 
three times a month, and even though he says he is 
happy with me now, I feel he isn't. Not yet. He 
tells me I'm a great mother and he loves my 
apartment. He loves the girls and sometimes 
compares them to my sister's children. I like 
that because it shows me he notices and likes the 
end product. I'll be happy when I can show him 
once and for all that I've made it -- when I have 
my shop and I am a famous writer. 
There are many conversations going on in Anne's life, 
words spoken to her and about her by many different people, 
which she could be constantly at pains to process, sort out, 
respond to. Just look, for example, at all the close-range 
female role models constantly plying her with advice: there 
183 
is "Mama/* now moved back to North Carolina so she can "die 
at home," but still audible through her son, Anne's father; 
there is her stepmother (father's wife), who says very 
little directly to Anne, but whose influence is felt -- it 
was her concern that her own little girls would be led 
astray by the presence of a wayward stepsister that forced 
Anne out of her father's house when she became pregnant the 
first time; there is "Maw;" and of course Anne's own mother 
-- as well as various aunts and cousins with whom she has 
periodic contact. 
Though she is living alone, Anne is not separated from 
her family in the way that Elena and Lyn are by their 
mothers' geographical distance; she seems intent on creating 
therefore an emotional distance to diffuse the barrage of 
judgments and prescriptions conveyed to her by family 
members. It is interesting that her response to the 
depression which hits her from time to time -- as it does 
all the young women of my study, indeed as it does many 
mothers of young children [Genero, 1990] -- is to withdraw 
completely from contact with others, even to the extent of 
having her phone disconnected. It's a habit that occa¬ 
sionally has made the depression worse, but one that in a 
modified version she is consciously trying to make a way of 
life. Whereas Elena switches back and forth from one 
discourse to another, Anne seems to be looking for a way to 
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write her own; in fact, there is a sense in which this is 
literally true, as we shall see in Chapter 5. 
Anne among Her Peers 
In a group of her peers, Anne takes some pride in doing 
things her own way. There is an odd contrast in this, 
because at the same time she operates as "a loner,” she is 
also a leader. Her lack of concern about fitting in with 
the group permits her a kind of boldness -- especially in 
expressing interest and curiosity -- that is surprising and 
impressive to others. It may be partly this lack of 
self-consciousness about serious interest in things, partly 
her reluctance to participate in giggly small-talk, but 
somehow, Anne seems more mature in a group of young women; 
there is a settled, almost matronly, quality about her, 
particularly when she speaks of her children and her 
philosophy of childrearing, about which she has thought 
carefully (see below). 
In addition, she is very private about her 
relationships with men. Never in the course of her two 
years in The Program did I observe her participating in the 
conversational competition about guys that is the perennial 
device for negotiating position especially when students are 
meeting for the first time. Anne was willing at my request 
to write about the three men who are the fathers of her 
three daughters, and she included in that narrative some¬ 
thing about the man she is currently seeing. But she has 
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reiterated several times that she intends not to marry. 
This again sets her apart from her peers, most of whom 
assume that eventually they will find "Mr. Right" (see 
Fantasia's story below). When I interviewed Anne the first 
time (December 1988), she said that marriage was too large a 
commitment to make. Another time (November 1989) she wrote 
to me that though she had loved three men enough to have 
children with them, she had not yet found one "to be in love 
with that's special." [28] Anne draws a line that she 
understands very precisely between "love" and "being in 
love." She has never, she says, been in love; or maybe one 
time, the first time; but there is certainly no evidence for 
her in her life that being in love ever works out the way 
you expect it to. Though she had anticipated a "happily 
ever after" outcome with George, her oldest daughter's 
father, she wrote in her description of the men in her life: 
As for romance, books and movies give a very 
distorted view on the whole thing. The head-over- 
heels, mad passionate stuff mostly happens on 
screen or the pages of a book. I've never had 
another man live with me since George; to be 
honest, they kinda get in the way, like having a 
30-something old child around. [14] 
Anne's Feminist Perspective 
Her attitude toward marriage suggests the way in which 
Anne seems to have heard the prevailing discourse, 
considered it, and set it aside as not part of how she wants 
to shape her life. Anne's decision not to marry seems to 
express a need to have control in her own life. An idea of 
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"women's liberation" is surely operating for Anne in this; 
feminist objectives and the notion of a women's community 
were part of Anne's frame of reference before she entered 
The Program, as the description of her shop (below) 
suggests. She was surprised though when in her story I 
labeled her a "feminist.” She liked that, she said; "I knew 
it was something, but I never was able to put a name to it." 
A big factor for her in her refusal to marry, of course, may 
simply be resistance to her father, who, she says, 
constantly reminds her that she shculd. 
There are several other ways in which Anne separates 
herself from her peers. I was surprised when I first talked 
to her four years ago, while she was still a student at The 
Center, at her unusual career goal. She was planning then 
to enter an automotive program as soon as she got her GED. 
"My long range goal is to open a mechanic shop, primarily 
for women, servicing women. The people who I would like to 
work in my shop, women. I would rather minority women, 
maybe a few white people, but mostly minorities, because 
when I was going to school I could see that most black and 
Puerto Rican women -- or girls -- don't finish school. They 
get to like Sth or 7th grade and then they're home with 
children, or their mothers or fathers are sick, or 
whatever. I want them to know, yeah, we can make it, we can 
do it!" [32] 
187 
I don’t know where the idea for such a non-traditional 
goal came from, but I do know that pursuing it somehow or 
another, eventually, has been a continuing purpose for Anne. 
She enrolled in the fall of 1989, as soon as she had 
finished her GED, as a post-graduate in the automotive 
program at the local technical school. Problems of her own 
health and arrangements for the girls, however, compelled 
her to drop out by the middle of the year. As she tried 
again in the fall of 1991 to reactivate her dream, she found 
resistance in her social worker, who tried to persuade her 
that a nursing or secretarial course would offer greater 
employment potential for a woman. Part of her delight in 
the dream, I believe, is just this kind of resistance. She 
also enjoyed being the only woman among male students in her 
class at the technical school who would tease her about "oh, 
be careful you don’t break a fingernail." It’s as if the 
point of having such a goal, at least in part, is just the 
fact of being different, having an expressed goal that 
separates her from the norm for girls. 
Ethnicity as a Locus of Desire 
The shop description raises the issue of Anne’s 
particular minority situation. In Milltown, only about 4% 
of the population is African American. The nearby city 
where Maw and Anne's mother live has a much larger Black 
population, but through much of her schooling Anne has often 
been "the only one. At The Center and in The Program, 
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Puerto Rican women have usually outnumbered other ethnic 
groups. Though Puerto Ricans are, in fact, in the majority 
throughout the schools of Mill town, they are perceived as a 
"minority” population, both by those in power (including 
teachers) and for the most part by themselves as well. 
Certainly the women I have known are aware of having been 
discriminated against for no reason other than ethnic 
prejudice -- which they attribute to fear and ignorance -- 
in the city and in the schools. In a discussion of these 
issues during the first summer of The Program, Anne agreed 
with the other students that racial prejudice was far more 
likely to affect Puerto Ricans than Blacks in Milltown. It 
is my feeling (see Chapter 3) that in Milltown language and 
class are more important in this regard than skin color. 
Anne's fluency in the standard middle-class dialect of 
English separates her from the predominant "minority" 
population in Milltown and in Epwich, the town where she is 
currently living -- and indeed from some members of her 
fami 1y. 
She is, if you will, a "minority minority," and in the 
choice of her friends, she is in fact more "white" than 
"Black." Her long-time best friend, Cindy, whom she met 
originally as a neighbor in the "projects" of Milltown, is 
white. Anne's reflection on the death of Cindy's father 
provides some sense of the connection between the two women: 
"I took his death harder than my own grandfather’s, mostly 
189 
because he liked me for me and had no problem telling me so. 
I miss that.'* Lyn, who is also white, is the friend Anne 
currently is seeing most often. 
Anne’s choice of friends indeed seems to be another way 
of separating from her family. Who she is ethnically and 
how that connects her to her family and/or separates her 
from others is certainly an issue in Anne's life, one that 
is still only partially resolved. As with Elena's 
expression of being Puerto Rican-American, Anne seems to 
experience herself as caught in a generational shift with 
regard to culture. As she has moved beyond her family, 
there is confusion about where she "hooks in.” She herself 
espouses and practices colorblindness and feels strongly 
that that's the way the world should work. But since 
clearly it frequently doesn't, she has labored -- largely 
through her reading and writing -- to resolve the 
contradictions she experiences around being Black, the 
tension between the way things are and the way she feels 
they ought to be. Another aspect of the issue might be 
phrased in this way: how can she understand her connection 
to a culture whose discourses she has heard primarily 
through the family she is trying so hard to resist, pull 
away from, prove her independence to? How does she shape 
desire around a part of herself that she has no choice but 
to acknowledge? 
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Another source of potentially confusing discourses for 
Anne, one which I gather she inherits from her family, is 
her commitment to being a Jehovah's Witness. She has talked 
with me about this only in passing: at one point, she told 
me that she has been excluded from her congregation because 
of her unwed pregnancy, but she obviously cares enough about 
the church -- or perhaps, as with Elena, about the community 
of her particular congregation -- in her life that she has 
made an effort to reconnect. The other context in which she 
has mentioned being a Witness is one in which her religion 
separates her from most of her school and neighborhood 
peers. Witnesses do not observe the majority culture 
holidays (ostensibly Christian but in America now essen¬ 
tially generic commercial events), such as Christmas, 
Easter, and Hallowe'en. Anne has commented that acquain¬ 
tances occasionally question her about this, suggesting that 
she is somehow depriving her girls by adherence to the 
Witness tradition. Once in a while, she yields -- as in her 
Thanksgiving observance with Lyn this year -- but in general 
she defends her position in this way: 
I feel I don't need a reason to give my girls a 
gift or two. I give them a coloring book and two 
or three colored pencils, each a hug and a kiss, 
and they are happy. I love the look on their 
faces when I say 'I love you with all my heart' 
just out of the blue. [21] 
Desire for a Friend Can Mean Becoming a Mother 
That quotation from one of her letters to me says 
something about the priorities Anne has decided for her 
191 
life. Her children come first, and her role as a mother is 
a central part of who she is to herself. She says she 
didn't choose to have children and blames herself for not 
being careful: "With all the talk about prevention, I should 
have known better." But she wanted George: he seemed so 
good and gentle and caring, and her friends thought he was 
just great. Having him as her best friend, however, even¬ 
tually (in this case, a year and a half into their rela- 
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tionship) meant that they would have sex. Nomusa , her 
first daughter, was born when Anne was just 16. Her 
intention was to give the child up for adoption, for the 
relationship that produced her was the point, not the child 
that was its accidental by-product. But twenty-eight hours 
of labor changed Anne's mind, and her brief attempt at 
establishing a nuclear family ended in her choice of child 
over partner. Isis was born two years later of a relation¬ 
ship which, Anne says, was "mostly lust;" and two years 
after that came Sisiwe, the product of a relationship that 
began as friendship and ended in bitterness. Of these three 
men, only Nomusa's father has stayed in touch over the 
years, sometimes to an annoyingly obtrusive degree in fact, 
and he has regularly provided some help in supporting his 
daughter. 
Sisiwe's birth precipitated a profound depression for 
Anne; three seemed like just too many, and it felt like more 
than she could bear to start over again with an infant just 
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when she had begun to feel like she was getting control of 
her life. But interestingly, she did not consider adoption 
this time, and as she has struggled to deal with the 
situation, Anne seems more and more to have drawn strength 
from her role as mother. It is an area, after all, where 
she can be in charge, where she can feel -- as Valerie 
Walkerdine points out -- a kind of power. I think that she 
intends by her competence in parenting to assert her 
strength against her mother, to realign their relationship. 
It's as if Anne may be saying, "She couldn't cope with two, 
but look at what a splendid job _I am doing with three!" She 
is also drawing a contrast between her sister and herself in 
the way she handles the job of mothering; she is very clear 
about this, and said so in the piece (quoted above) about 
her father. She wrote to me at one point about this sense 
of competence in motherhood: 
Every time I see Nomusa doing new things, I can't 
believe it has been only five and a half years and 
28 hours of labor. It's like, look what I've done 
in such a short time! She is well-rounded, 
loving, and independent in her own way. I think 
I've done a great job if I say so myself. [21-22] 
Anne reiterates that it isn't easy: "I work hard at the 
relationship with my daughters." [5] Especially she makes a 
conscious and concerted effort to let them know she cares: 
"Communication is the key," she has said more than once. "I 
know how hard it is to grow up, so I like to talk to them a 
lot, and tell them how I feel about what's going on, and 
that way they'll tell me how they feel about what goes on. 
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I figure if I lie to them now, we'll get into bigger lies 
when they grow older, and they won’t respect me. Like if 
they're unhappy about something, I want them to come to me, 
and not to their best, friend's mother or something, and then 
she tells me secondhandedly. I'm trying to lay the ground 
for that." [18] 
Multiple Selves in a Complex of Desires 
At a certain point in her life, Anne was without anyone 
to talk to or confide in. She said in the life chronology 
she wrote for this study that her parents (that is, her 
father and stepmother) made two major mistakes: letting her 
have her own phone was one; the second was "that after about 
the seventh or eighth grade, we no longer talked to each 
other anything more than good morning, what’s for breakfast, 
what time are you going to be home. Followed shortly by 
good night." [9] That void in her life, the loneliness of 
her early teens, is what got her into that "fast crowd," 
what got her into going with George, what precipitated the 
even more profound isolation she experiences now. At the 
heart of her current isolation is distress about being "many 
people" in a world that says you may be "crazy" to feel that 
way. 
Anne wrote in her self-portrait during the 1990 session 
of The Program that as she was writing, she "realized there 
are a few totally different versions of Anne." [3] She said 
in that piece that she liked all of her selves. She may 
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indeed like them all, but coming to grips with their 
existence and sorting them all out are still, I think, 
issues for her. The pain of contradictions inherent in her 
multiple selves is most apparent -- and most excruciating 
with respect to her father. That pain revolves above all 
around her struggle to understand and achieve hetero¬ 
sexuality and what she has thought of as maturity. The way 
to have pleased her father would have been to keep on being 
an obedient child and a model student -- though Anne 
struggled in school, especially in learning to read, she 
says that she always liked it, up to that point of teenage 
rebellion. She wrote about the change at puberty almost as 
if it had been inevitable: "So, doing everything just so and 
having never risked disfavor in childhood, I became a 
rebellious teenager." 
Pleasing dad would have demanded ignoring the discourse 
of separation to achieve maturity that "normal" teenagers 
hear from various sources -- it is deeply embedded, as I 
noted in Chapter 2, in assumptions about the self which 
underly school practices -- and the discourse of romance, 
the hetero-reality, imposed on girls. About George, the man 
more than twice her age who courted her at fifteen with 
flowers and stuffed animals, she said, "My friends thought 
he was the best thing that ever walked." [12] There is no 
question that their relationship had a lot to do with 
impressing her friends and defying her father, two require- 
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ments of a teen discourse of conformity. Now, looking back, 
it's as if Anne has perceived that attending to the norm 
precipitated the painful disapproval of her father; it seems 
that her determination now to live beyond the norm is, in a 
complicated way, her means of regaining his respect. I 
wonder if something could have happened in school for her 
that would have made things come out differently; I wonder 
if someone could have intervened with a kind of friendship 
and guidance that would have allowed her a different choice 
about her "best friend." 
Cynthia’s Story: Dream and Reality Collide 
Fantasia at 20 and Cynthia, 22, are as different in 
some ways as two women could be, but they are alike -- and 
very different from Lyn, Elena, and Anne -- in describing 
their mothers as also their best friends. Fantasia lives 
with her mother in a multigenerational household that 
includes also her own now three-year-old daughter Tonia, a 
sister and her three sons, and two brothers, one older than 
the girls, one younger. Cynthia is now situated in her own 
apartment, but she lived with her mother until the fall of 
1990, and she still spends a lot of time at her mother’s 
place, where two brothers and her sister Kathy and her 
several children live. Cynthia depends on her mother for 
babysitting: frequently either Justin or Tatiana is at her 
mother’s and Cynthia is caring for only one child at her 
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apartment. Both Cynthia and Fantasia find in their mothers 
reliable support and encouragement. 
Cynthia's is a story of dramatic contrast between dream 
and reality. It's almost as if she had been sleepwalking 
for the first twenty years of her life and began gradually 
to wake up when she went back to school by means of home- 
study through The Center. In talking about her here, I 
want only to set the stage for examining in the next chapter 
that waking process, particularly as it accelerated through 
her discovery of writing during her two years in The Pro¬ 
gram. By means of writing, and reading her writing, she 
began to understand the irony of her situation. 
Cynthia's dream, that she nurtured for many years, 
involved an idyllic view of life for a woman, for herself, 
as wife and mother, "at home, dedicated to husband and 
kids." Like Lyn, she had heard very clearly a discourse of 
family. Her immediate experience provided no model, but she 
knew exactly how her life would be shaped. Happily ever 
after romance was her desire, and she had already found her 
man, Jose, whom she referred to as "my husband" even though 
they were not yet married. When she first came to The 
Program in 1990, she was full of her plans for the beautiful 
ceremony that would take place as soon as Jose was released 
from jail: she would wear a long dress, there would be 
bridesmaids and flowers, and then they would settle down 
together in a gentle and loving partnership to raise their 
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two children. Justin, then three years old, was not 
biologically Jose's child, but he had taken on the role of 
father for the boy, Cynthia said, and Justin was missing his 
"dad” as much as she was missing her "husband." 
Cynthia described herself and her scheme for the future 
in a journal entry written in July 1990: 
I enjoy helping others and just being there for 
them when they need me. I enjoy going places with 
my family, doing things together, being as one. I 
do not like parties and hanging out. I am mostly 
at home, dedicated to my husband and kids. I love 
that about myself. I am hoping to be married 
within two years and the lucky man is Jose. 
Within seven years, I hope to have a full-time 
job, making lots of money. Enough money to buy a 
home, car, and anything my children ask for. 
About her mother, she wrote in the same journal entry: 
As for my mom, I am close with her. We have our 
arguments, but we always come out hugging in the 
end. She goes crazy at times because of her 
grandchildren living with her, but she loves them 
very much and is waiting for more. [9] 
Her feelings about her mother had apparently changed 
somewhat since her teen years, because in the self- 
description she wrote that was more publicly shared than the 
journal entry above, she spoke of not wanting to obey her 
mother. Resistance to her mother when Cynthia was younger 
was bound up with resistance to what was going on in school, 
indeed a kind of general resistance to life. She said that 
she didn't think much of herself, didn't feel like she "fit 
in with others;" she described her efforts to get kicked out 
of school, and said that she had twice attempted suicide. 
But meeting Jose changed her poor self-image, she wrote: 
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Jose made me feel like someone special. In his 
eyes and heart, I was. He was the first person to 
tell me I was a nice young lady and that I should 
do something with my life. So with Jose’s 
support, as well as my mother's, here I am. [10] 
Why Learn All This -- "Just to Be a Wife”? 
When I talked with Cynthia in a taped interview about a 
year later, she explained why she had dropped out of school: 
"When I was with Jose, he used to make sure I got up and 
went to school on time. But when I got to school, I wanted 
to go home so I could be with him. I didn't like school. Oh 
my god, I hated school. It was like, why the hell do I need 
this? What am I going to do that I need to learn math and 
science and social studies -- just to be a wife?! I used to 
get into fights every day and get suspended. I would just 
write my name on a paper for tests and turn it in. 
Especially junior high. I hated it. I would rather have 
stayed in elementary school. I was scared when I went to 
junior high. It was a bigger school and that was scary. 
And everyone was bigger than me, except for one girl. We 
used to beat up the white kids, the preppies, who acted like 
they were too good to be with us." [11] 
Her reference here to the "white kids" is interesting. 
Cynthia seems to feel herself a part of Milltown's Puerto 
Rican community, partly perhaps because of her connection 
with Jose. Her mother is of French-Canadian descent; her 
father is Puerto Rican. She herself has very fair skin and 
greyish blue eyes. She speaks with a kind of Spanish lilt 
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in her voice, and she seems to understand Spanish, but I 
have never heard her speak it. Reflecting on her situation 
one time, she said, "What am I? That's the question, isn't 
it?" I experienced her in The Program as connecting very 
easily and comfortably with all the students, and ready 
always to play the role of go-between when any tension arose 
between Spanish and English factions -- as in fact it only 
rarely did during the summers of 1990 and 1991 when she 
attended. 
Cynthia's account of her distress with school has an 
appealing simplicity to it; she made a rational decision 
that it was of no use to her, had nothing to do with her 
goals. That account reveals as well her understanding of 
womanhood: a woman wants a man; to find him and to hold him 
she needs no knowledge beyond her innate instinct for care. 
What is required of a wife is simply being there, doing for 
her husband and kids; a woman depends on her man for 
connection to the outside world. But there are subtexts in 
Cynthia's remarks about school that she does not elaborate: 
her sense that she didn't fit in, her fear when she shifted 
to a bigger building full of bigger kids, her differentness 
from the "white kids." Her decision that school was not for 
her because she didn't need it covers over a sense of being 
lost and alone when she was there. Whoever she was, a 
question she had not explored in any depth then, found no 
safety in school. She masked fear with defiance and got out 
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as soon as she could manage. She reports no specific 
memories of school either positive or negative -- unlike 
Anne, for example, who recalls two memorable teachers -- but 
only an encompassing recollection of confusion and 
unhappiness. 
When she had had a child and was to a certain extent on 
her own, doing her own shopping for example, she began to 
realize how useful some school learning could be: "I used 
to go to the store and it would say ’50% off,' and I'd be 
like, well, what does it cost then? That's embarrassing to 
have to ask things like that: how much am I going to pay? 
There’s a lot of things that you never learn that you really 
need now." [11] 
Desire for a Baby 
By the time she came to The Program, she had decided 
that leaving school had been after all a major mistake, and 
she was eager to get some education so she could get a good 
job and earn "lots of money." In the fall of 1991, in a 
piece prepared specifically for this study, she wrote that 
there were two things she would change about her life if she 
had it to do over: she would have held off on having 
children, and she would have stayed in school. But when she 
was twelve or thirteen years old, the only thing she wanted 
was to have a baby. "I always wanted to have a baby. 
Always. I don't know why. Now that I look back, I don't 
know. It was just something. I just wanted to have my own 
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baby, something that was mine, because I always shared 
things with my sister Kathy. It was like whatever I got, 
Kathy got. If I got it, I had to share it with Kathy. I 
couldn't stand it. I just wanted to have something that was 
mine -- so I said, alright, a baby." [15] 
I have heard the director of The Center say that this 
is a common reason for teen pregnancy. I'm not so sure 
about that. Only Cynthia, of the five women here, expressed 
this specific intentionality about getting pregnant. For 
the other four, having a baby began first with having a best 
friend; that's where desire seemed to center, on someone who 
would care for me, who would be my special person. If that 
best friend relationship is with a guy -- as the "hetero¬ 
reality" of teen behavior codes and the discourse of 
femininity requires -- sooner or later, he (or probably we) 
will "need" to have sex. And chances are, despite a variety 
of mythical precautions (such as standing up afterwards), a 
child will be conceived. Access to real information and 
real means for contraception is indeed an important pre¬ 
ventive measure if we want to address the problem of teen 
pregnancy. But the word "real" is key; as Fantasia remarked 
about sex education at the middle school when she was 
working as a classroom assistant, "They don't need to see 
diagrams of the inside of a penis. They need to understand 
what real 1v happens." By this she meant that young people 
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need to talk about relationships, how the move from being 
Q 
friends to having sex actually occurs. 
When Cynthia met Jose, about four years older than she 
was, she knew he was the one to help her make her dream come 
true, but the beginnings of their relationship were stormy 
and painful. She was innocent about many things. Her first 
experience of sex was with him and it was not pleasant for 
her. "My insides are real tender; they can tear real easy. 
That's what happened: something tore and I ended up in the 
hospital." Jose was arrested for rape, but Cynthia and her 
mother rescued him: "I said, 'Mami, but I love him, and I 
want to stay with him.' So we went to court and got him 
out." [16] 
They stayed together and after several years she 
finally became pregnant. She lost that child, however, in 
an automobile accident when the car she was in, driven by 
Jose, was broadsided by a drunk driver. Shortly afterward, 
Jose went to jail for the first time, and while he was in 
prison she got into a relationship with the father of 
Justin, a man she eventually "couldn’t stand to look at." 
She has bumped into Chico, who's a "crackhead" now, she 
says, around the city from time to time, but neither she nor 
her son have any desire to renew the connection. When Jose 
was released from jail, they got together again and she 
conceived Tatiana, who was born some months after Jose was 
again jailed for drug dealing. 
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She talked about when he was arrested the last time in 
a way that revealed her complicated feelings about their 
relationship: "Jose's in jail right now because he was 
addicted to drugs and he wanted to earn some money to give 
me to get something for the baby when I was pregnant with 
Tatiana. I was at home, and he went out one day to get some 
stuff so he could feel better. When I heard what had 
happened, I was relieved in a way; but I was also hurt and 
scared, because there I was pregnant again and the father's 
not going to be there. They beat him up when they arrested 
him because they don't like him; they hit him in the head 
with a gun after he surrendered. They took the cash he had 
-- some of which was mine." [22] She wanted to believe in 
his devotion to her, wanted to believe he was as committed 
to the dream of a happy family as she is; she had sympathy 
for him and had convinced herself that the police treated 
him unfairly. 
Discovering the Disiuncture 
But what was hidden in her admission that she was 
"relieved in a way" when she learned that he had been 
arrested? For a long time, for a lifetime, Cynthia had 
closed that kind of question out of her mind. She had not 
reflected on the disjuncture between her dream of what life 
ought to be and the reality of a relationship that provided 
her with so little genuine support, despite her conviction 
that for him she was special. But as she began to write for 
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the first time in The Program, things began to shift for 
her. 
It was in the context of her writing, moreover, that 
she began to look with attention at her mother's story. Her 
mother had always been there, had always approved and sup¬ 
ported whatever Cynthia did, enjoyed her grandchildren, 
taken lovers into her home -- Chico was living with them 
when Cynthia became pregnant with Justin. Her father, on 
the other hand, was not there, had not lived with them "for 
years." Cynthia knew he was an alcoholic, knew that his 
behavior varied according to whether or not he had been 
drinking, but she did not apparently begin to understand 
what that might have meant for her mother until, during the 
1991 session of The Program, she undertook writing the 
story of her mother. She entitled the final product "A 
Woman's Life," and it was included in the "book" we 
published that summer called Life Stories. This project 
was, I believe, a transforming experience for Cynthia and 
one that led to other important writing the following fall 
as she began classes at the community college. 
In the course of her research for "A Woman's Life," 
Cynthia was startled to discover the repeated abuse by men 
that her mother had endured. Especially she was surprised 
to realize what the woman had put up with in her twelve 
years with Cynthia's father. Cynthia asked her mother in 
amazement: "I said, 'Marni, now wait a minute. You got rid 
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of Albert after a year because he was abusing you. Why did 
you stay with Daddy if after the second day you met him he 
started being abusive to you?' She said, 'I must have cared 
for him more.* I was shocked right there! That I just 
couldn't believe!” [23] That shock, the story finally 
revealed of her mother's suffering, and the discovery at the 
end of the story of how much at peace her mother feels 
without a man around, are all involved in a process still 
going on for Cynthia. 
Why had Cynthia not before this time ever been aware of 
her mother's terrible disappointment in the four men who one 
after the other were going to make her dreams come true? 
Why had her mother encouraged Cynthia's confidence in the 
dream, the "fiction of the prince,” despite such painful 
contravening evidence in her own life? Why indeed did her 
mother continue to believe in the dream as she moved from 
one miserable relationship to another? These are questions 
which attest to the astonishing power of the discourses of 
womanhood and romance in women's -- especially poor women's 
-- lives, the astonishing power of desires we continue to 
pursue in spite of how much it may hurt. Women have been 
persuaded that life without a man is no life at all, that 
the main goal always is the search for "true love." We 
want it so badly that we let ourselves be beaten senseless 
sometimes in the quest. 
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Fantasia's Story: Wanting to Have It All 
Fantasia, like Cynthia, believes that a woman has to 
have a man, and she has hoped for a true love in her life. 
But her view of what her role in the relationship might be 
has been very different. In a sense she began to understand 
the sources of an "alternative discourse" a long time ago, 
in part through her mother's story, which she has been aware 
of for a long time and which she had a hand in shaping. Her 
situation with regard to school is far different from Cyn¬ 
thia’s: for Fantasia school was a place where she could feel 
strong and capable, as the following paragraph -- written in 
response to my question about events and relationships that 
"made you the way you are" -- suggests. 
I think the reason that I'm confident about 
myself has to do with when my teacher nominated me 
to compete with other kids in the state in a 
Spelling Bee Contest. Just to think, of all the 
other third and fourth graders in the school, I 
was among three chosen! That made me feel 
'smart.' I didn't win the plaque but I was the 
top speller in my school. The relationship that 
made me mature rapidly was the one with my 
daughter's father. I learned not to be as 
gullible and naive again. Men are all the scum of 
the earth and there's not a special one out there 
(well, maybe a handful). [29] 
What is hidden in those last few sentences will be 
addressed below; I want to focus now, however, on Fantasia's 
sense of strength in the academic. On the first day of The 
Program in 1990, I was more than a bit worried as I watched 
her interacting with the other students: this woman is so 
strong, so powerful, I thought; she will overwhelm the 
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others, make them afraid. She was so outspokenly proud of 
her achievements: a real high school diploma, winner of 
academic awards, elected "Spirit Queen" for high school 
homecoming events, the first and only Puerto Rican woman 
ever to have that title. She was eager to jump ahead in 
this new "school" experience of The Program, quick off the 
mark in math class, impatient with process, wanting to be 
first and best at everything. 
I see in Fantasia, as in Anne, an interest in what is 
"normal," but whereas Anne's intention is to move beyond or 
outside of the norm, Fantasia wants to shape her life in 
accord with it; indeed, it seems she wants to provide the 
measure of normal, to be the "most normal." A clear and 
easily attainable target of normalcy for her was doing well 
in school. She says that she has always liked school, and 
clearly she is proud of in her ability to excel in academic 
tasks. She took to doing well in school, she said, because 
her father would not allow her or her siblings to "go 
outside" because of his fear that "the outer world would 
influence us in a bad way." She "turned to studies" to keep 
"from being bored at home." [2] But excelling in school may 
mean that you are "odd," not normal, in other sectors of 
your life, other discourses. 
She has spoken of being "placed in classes with the 
smartest people of my grade," which made her "feel a bit 
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'superior.'" But, like Valerie Walkerdine [1990g], she 
found that it was sometimes lonely being on the fast track: 
There were times when I became frustrated, though. 
Those were times when I needed to be around 
'normal people.' I'm not saying that the kids in 
my class weren’t normal, but sometimes I needed to 
be around people of my kind. [2] 
What she means by "my kind" here is related, I think, to 
issues of ethnicity and class. She has perceived that the 
"normal" of school doesn’t often include people that look 
like her; people like her are marginalized or, in Valerie 
Walkerdine’s term, "pathologized." Doing what is expected 
in school, being the kind of person who excels -- aggres¬ 
sive, confident, competitive -- means separating from norms 
that require another kind of behavior; being a woman 
requires submissiveness, and being "minority" requires that 
you understand your "place" and stay there. Friends may 
react to that marginalization by resisting or by utterly 
rejecting the school norm, as Cynthia was doing when she 
turned in blank test papers. 
Trying to Connect with Everyone 
But Fantasia wants to connect at every level, and she 
has learned how to be different people in different 
situations. She listens to many conversations and has 
developed a multilingual ability to fit in with all of them. 
As she knows how to dress to suit an occasion, she also 
speaks and carries herself one way or another to fit a 
particular role or situation. 
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Fantasia’s language is striking in its variety. Like 
Elena, she is Puerto Rican-American, but she does not use 
that term, and she does not refer to a ’’first language." 
Her mother, born in Puerto Rico, speaks Spanish and English, 
and Fantasia acquired both languages as a child. In English 
-- and probably in Spanish as well -- she commands an array 
of dialects, from a quick, slangy street language through an 
informal classroom conversational style to a formal school 
dialect, decorated with multisyllable words, that she 
sometimes uses in speaking, but which is especially suited 
to writing papers. Occasionally her conversational English 
is laced with Spanish words, as when she told me that a 
friend had graduated from high school in "nineteen-eighty- 
cinco." But sometimes as she is shifting dialects, there is 
a degree of discomfort. Referring to her vocabulary for 
school papers, she said one time, "Really, I’m so bashful 
with those big words, but I use them anyway. I was taught 
that you have to talk differently on paper than when you 
speak verbally, and that's just the way it comes out when I 
write for a teacher." [30] 
How she feels about being Puerto Rican is a complicated 
question. My sense is that her reading of what is valued as 
"normal" in school is the source of her tendency to deny her 
ethnicity. She claims that it is of little interest to her, 
that it doesn't -- or shouldn’t -- matter. Her looks 
affirm her heritage, and she is aware that looks make a 
210 
difference in how you may be judged, for she is enormously 
pleased that her daughter has silky, light-colored hair. 
She likes to pretend, with a laugh that acknowledges what 
she knows, that she can disguise herself by language and 
behavior in order not to be recognized as Puerto Rican. She 
will say ugly things about the people in her neighborhood 
’’acting like Puerto Ricans,” but her pride in being the 
first Puerto Rican Spirit Queen has ’’political" overtones. 
She smiles with a not altogether self-serving pleasure as 
she shows off the picture of herself at the center of her 
"court” of Anglo runners-up. Like Anne, she professes to be 
colorblind, and takes it as a matter of principle that 
that’s the way it ought to be for everyone. But, also like 
Anne, and like Elena, she is aware of the demands upon her 
of the discourses of her inherited culture, aware of the 
impact of being a "minority." She knows that it is harder 
for someone like her to be approved and applauded in certain 
arenas. 
Approval and applause are important to Fantasia. She 
courts popularity constantly. She likes to appear strong 
and presents herself as "bold" and unwaveringly cheerful and 
self-confident. In every social setting, she "works the 
crowd." I have been both amused and embarrassed driving the 
college van through Milltown with Fantasia on board. She 
calls out to this one and that walking in the streets, a 
greeting here, an insult there, occasionally a crude remark. 
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The whole town knows her and she is proud of that, proud of 
her posture of strength and aggressiveness. I was surprised 
when she told me one time about walking home alone after a 
party at midnight through the city streets, but she laughed 
at my concern: "Who's going to hurt me in Mi 11 town? I've 
lived there all my life. Everyone knows me. No one's going 
to hurt me. I'm safe there.*' [10] 
There is real confidence in her powerful stance, but 
there are also aspects of Fantasia being hidden by it. I 
challenged her on this at one point, in a dialogue journal 
exchange during the 1990 session of The Program. She 
responded: 
It's true, Sara, I do hide behind my boldness and 
my strength. Expressing my feelings has always 
been so hard. [6] 
The discourse of self that she understood and in which she 
has operated did not permit her to reveal vulnerability. 
Her determination to appear always strong was learned 
primarily in school, where the worst thing you could do was 
to be a 'crybaby.' [21] When she responded in her journal 
to an assignment to describe a situation in which she had 
felt lonely. Fantasia told about her first day of junior 
high school. She was terrified to discover that her mother 
could not accompany her to class, but she braved out both 
the immediate situation and the overall adjustment to junior 
high. "I learned to adapt'' is the way she described another 
fearful school experience, when she reentered high school a 
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year behind her class after she had taken time off to have 
Tonia. Unlike her sister, who had stayed in school through 
two pregnancies. Fantasia didn’t want anyone to see her 
pregnant -- to see her abnormal and vulnerable in that way. 
Flirting, dating, having a boyfriend, these are elements of 
femininity that can be displayed in school. But the 
important, indeed profound, experience of having a child and 
being a mother, these are not matters to share in school. 
Does a Woman Want to Be Herself? 
Fantasia learned her way of being strong also at home, 
from a father who taught "manners" and ’’respect” and 
expected his children to obey, and from a mother who 
stoically endured her husband’s discipline for many years. 
Two stories, one told by Fantasia and one by her mother, 
reveal something about the discourses Fantasia has heard 
through her mother and the contradictions inherent in them. 
Fantasia's story, which I have heard her repeat more 
than once, is a memory of herself at about age 12. The 
family, then two parents and four children, was living in 
Philadelphia, having moved there at the father's command so 
that he could acquire a better job. There had been a 
history of her father beating up her mother from time to 
time, especially on the weekends when he would start 
drinking on Friday afternoon. One day. Fantasia reacted to 
an incident of recurrent violence in the household with the 
blind fury that still may assail her when she is a witness 
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to unwarranted abuse. "He's my dad and I love him with all 
my heart, but she was just washing dishes and he came in and 
hit her. He was hitting my mom, and I looked at him and I 
saw red. I fought with my father then, and I swear to God I 
almost killed him. My brother yelled at me, 'Fantasia, get 
off, get off!' And I was like, 'No. I'm going to kill him. 
I'm going to kill my father for hitting my mother. You 
don't go hitting my mother for NO REASON.'" [8] 
Shortly after this event, her mother lined the children 
up one morning and took a vote: would they stay or would 
they go? She had been waiting, Fantasia says, until the 
youngest child was old enough to understand what was going 
on. The unanimous vote was to go, and they took off, the 
five of them, her mother leaving behind on the breakfast 
table a $20 bill so that their father could buy himself some 
dinner when he came home from work that night. Her mother 
became at that point the "head of the family," and someone 
who was "her own woman." 
Fantasia's childhood memory tells her that "men are 
scum." Only a monster would "hit my mother for NO REASON." 
But she says she loves her dad and she believes that he 
loves her. Contradictory messages are hard to deal with. 
Her mother had told her that getting married was for her a 
poor decision. Marina married at 14 in order to escape a 
home situation in which she would have been the primary 
caretaker for her older brother's seven children. Her 
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husband, ten years older than she, had promised to love and 
care for her. Believing him was a mistake: "I thought with 
my feet instead of my head." [22] When she left him, 
Marina had hoped that her model of independence would have 
an impact on her daughters. Talking to students in The 
Program in the summer of 1991, she said: "I don't want them 
to go through what I went through. I tell them, don't 
settle for a man lower than you. Women today have chances I 
didn't have: they can go to school and make something of 
themselves; they don't need to wait for someone to tell them 
what to do." 
Or Does She Want Romance After All? 
But Marina's story of "her Romeo" that she so often 
told her daughters contradicted both her preaching and her 
model of being your own woman. There was a guy in Puerto 
Rico years ago who would have been the right man for her. 
She had such fond memories of him. If only things had 
worked out differently, if only she had married him, both 
her life and her children's would have been so much better. 
The crucial thing for a woman is to find the real "true 
love" of her life. As Fantasia wrote in her journal during 
the summer of 1991: 
It's bad to be deeply in love. But it's also bad 
if you don't love. There's no way to win unless 
you find your perfect mate. The probability of 
that happening is very slim. If only there was a 
way to win, to be happy and in love. I've decided 
only the lucky one gets both. I'm not going to 
stop searching though. Some day I might be that 
lucky one, and if I am, I'm going to hold on and 
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never let him go. Unless he lets me go. In that 
case, the search continues. [28] 
Life for a woman, whatever else it may contain, has at 
its center the constant search for the perfect mate. And if 
you find him, don't let go. But the funny thing is that you 
keep getting fooled, as Fantasia knows through her own 
experiences, and as the outcome of her mother's Romeo story 
confirmed. In the spring of 1991, Marina finally returned 
to Puerto Rico for a visit, and when she came back, she 
brought her Romeo with her. But, not surprisingly for those 
of us who no longer believe in fairy tales, things didn't 
work out quite the way the dream had predicted. Romeo 
turned out to be bossy and possessive; he didn't like it 
when Marina's brother put his arm around her; he didn't like 
it when Fantasia's father dropped in to visit; he thought it 
was his right and duty to tell Marina's grown-up children 
how to behave; it was a long time before he found a job and 
began to earn his keep; with or without work, he generally 
started in drinking on Friday afternoon just as Fantasia's 
father used to do, and Fantasia worried that he might become 
abusive as her father had been. "Let him lay one hand on my 
mother Fantasia said to me; "Think he won't be flying 
out that window, Sara?! She better make her move before he 
gets too sure of himself. I know this man, I know this type 
of man." [25] What's more, in twenty-five years Marina had 
changed. As Fantasia put it, "She was really dominant after 
she left my dad. She had her boyfriends, but she was like. 
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who cares, I'm my own woman." But this Romeo took away her 
strength. The family had rather enjoyed for a while, when 
Romeo first arrived on the scene, the fact that Marina took 
an interest in cooking again. But eventually the novelty of 
fancy meals wore off as they noticed his impact on their 
lives and hers. 
Fantasia saw what was going on with her mother and 
tried to talk with her: "She had this face on her, and I 
said, 'Mom, what's wrong?' She said, 'I'm so tired and 
depressed, and I don't know why.' And I said, 'Mom, I know 
what's wrong: this man is driving you crazy.' And she said, 
'But I love him, Fantasia, I do love him. It's just that 
he's so much different than when we were younger.' And I 
said, 'Mom, people don't stay the same. Look, you've let 
your guard down. This man acts like he owns you and you 
don't put up a fight. Stand up for yourself!"' [25] But 
even Fantasia, wise woman and strong, has fallen for love 
more than once in her young life. How not? Love is, after 
all, what a "normal" woman wants more than anything else. 
Fantasia's Search for Mr. Right 
There is no question either for Fantasia or her mother 
that the normal woman never stops looking for her perfect 
mate, her "Mr. Right," partly because -- and Fantasia is 
cheerfully outspoken about this -- a normal woman wants sex. 
Twice, with several not serious boyfriends in between, 
Fantasia has found someone she thought was her eternal true 
217 
love. The first was her daughter's father. She was a 
junior in high school. She told the story this way in the 
portrait of herself written during the 1990 session of The 
Program [1 - 5]: 
As fate would have it, I started going with a 
guy named Eduardo Vacaro. I had met him before 
but nothing happened because we were both involved 
in other relationships. But, we started going 
out and before we knew it, I had become pregnant. 
He then asked me to marry him. We were engaged in 
November, but by the following summer, the 
engagement was over. 
Things ended for us because he wanted to 
spite me by running off with my neighbor. It so 
happened that this neighbor was supposed to have 
baptized our daughter. I can't say that the 
ordeal didn't hurt, but the pain eventually went 
away. He, on the other hand, has to live with his 
action. He's pleaded many times for me to take 
him back, but I've refused. When he did is 
unforgivable. I could never be with a man that’s 
beneath me and all that I believe in. 
She actually had wanted to abort her pregnancy, but 
Eduardo persuaded her to have the baby and promised that he 
would be there for her forever. By the time Tonia was born. 
Fantasia knew that he had simultaneously fathered actually 
two other children, and apparently he was trying to keep 
relationships going with all of the mothers. The absolute 
last straw for her was when she discovered that the neighbor 
was, at Eduardo's suggestion, going to give her daughter the 
same name that Fantasia intended for Tonia. Eduardo 
continues to visit, coming to the apartment about once a 
month. Tonia knows he is ''daddy,'' but, as Fantasia says, 
"she has no idea what that means." [16] She hides behind 
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her mother's legs and whimpers, apparently fearful that he 
will take her away -- as in fact he does periodically for 
some kind of outing. Fantasia's only feelings for Eduardo 
now are annoyance and disgust. 
She said in the paragraph quoted above that her 
relationship with him taught her not to be "gullible and 
naive." Perhaps to a degree that is true; she entered a 
relationship with Dante, her second "love of my life," 
mainly because she felt he was an interesting challenge. 
She set herself the task of catching him and taming him with 
the same kind of daring that lets her walk the streets of 
Milltown at all hours. He is big and powerful, wears 
leather gloves all the time, has a black belt in karate. 
Everyone in Milltown steps aside when they see him coming. 
Fantasia said about him: "He's the meanest guy in all the 
town, but really he's a whimp." She enjoyed teasing him, 
playing with his affections, testing his love for her, 
acting cold when he wanted to approach her. But she made it 
a rule never to embarrass him in front of his friends. I 
have heard her repeat, in the context of her own story and 
as she gossips about friends, the notion that it is 
important to keep face and to allow others to keep face -- 
especially in heterosexual relationships. To violate this 
rule is a serious breach; you never threaten another's 
public dignity, and you find a way to retaliate if someone 
dares to do it to you. And that, ultimately, was what he 
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did; he violated The Rule by seeing another woman behind her 
back and lying to her about it while other people knew what 
was going on. Fantasia broke up with him then once and for 
all . 
But she was miserable about their separation, because, 
she said, she had fallen in love with him in spite of never 
intending to do that. She wrote in 1991 after the break-up, 
during her period of mourning: 
Love is the most wonderful experience a person can 
feel. Being able to love someone is so great. 
Being able to share every secret is beautiful. 
Trusting your partner is the greatest feeling in 
the world. [27] 
I wonder though about Fantasia's love for Dante: was she 
perhaps mainly in love with the danger of him and the 
excitement of playing him like a fish on a line? Or indeed 
with the dramatic mood swings that she experienced in their 
periodic separations? Like her mother. Fantasia is in love 
with being in love, I think; everyone knows that love must 
be part of a normal woman's life. 
Yet like her mother, she wants when she's in love 
still to "be her own woman." When she acted cold with 
Dante, it was usually because he was being too possessive or 
trying to boss her around, tell her how to live her life and 
plan her time. Though she said that he supported her 
aspirations for college and was proud of her, he inevitably 
had heard discourses about masculinity that had suggested he 
should be "dominant" in their relationship. But Fantasia 
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resisted the implications of that discourse and tested it 
with Dante constantly; her mother had taught her there could 
be another way, had suggested in her words and her person 
that a woman could be somebody on her own. Writing about 
Nicolasa Mohr's story "The Artist" in her journal in the 
1991 Program, Fantasia reflected: 
It's a shame how men feel they need to degrade 
their wives or girlfriends to feel superior. They 
have some kind of 'man thing' that makes them want 
to be superior. I hope this type of homelife will 
soon 'die out' because times have changed. Women 
have started to believe in themselves, and they 
know that life goes on with or without male 
companionship!! [26] 
But "the search" always continues! 
In spite of her breezy manner, Fantasia is caught as 
much as any one of these five women in a complex of 
contradictory discourses, perhaps more than any one of them 
because she is trying so hard to "have it all." Her story 
illustrates how very difficult it is to bring the academic 
and the feminine together, even when you’re good at both and 
particularly when the men in one's life are hearing 
prescriptions that subvert attempts at change. When she 
wrote a chronology of her life for this study, exactly half 
was devoted to her various relationships with men, boyfriend 
after boyfriend meticulously detailed; the other half was 
for the most part about her experiences of school. For her 
that sense of being pulled in two directions operates to 
produce an often painful tension, an uncertainty, something 
that needs to be hidden behind her "boldness." A resolution 
221 
of conflict began to emerge for Fantasia when she found a 
"school" place where she could let her vulnerability show; 
that was The Program, where we searched together for an 
alternative discourse that would work effectively in our 
lives, and that is the subject of the next chapter. 
Comments and Findings 
Summary of Repeated Themes 
In the stories of the five women reported here, certain 
ideas tended to be repeated. For each of the women, the 
primary source for discovering what it means to be female 
was her mother; for every one of them, the relationship with 
mother was (and continues to be) important. But the 
messages a girl hears through her mother's words and actions 
may be contradictory -- as Fantasia's story highlights. 
They may also be very much at odds with discourses from 
other sources that offer a measure of what a mother "ought" 
to be -- as Elena's criticism of her mother for the "harm" 
she did to her children points up. What ought to be is a 
central concern for all of the women: what is "normal" in a 
woman's life? 
All of their stories suggest as well that the rela¬ 
tionship with one's mother -- even if she is "best friend" 
-- involves both imitation and resistance. Anne, like 
Elena, comments that she is both like her mother and not 
like her. That primary model of womanhood in one's life is 
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a pattern both of what to be and what not to be. This 
suggests that there are two forces always pulling against 
each other in a woman's life: the powerful drive to achieve 
heterosexuality in imitation of one's mother and a resis¬ 
tance to its achievement -- as Walkerdine has suggested. 
This resistance has its source, in turn, it seems to me, in 
the tension of another contradiction: the desire for someone 
who will "be there for me" (dependence, connection) and the 
desire to "be my own woman" (me-for-me). 
These women agree that a woman needs someone who will 
"be there" for her: when she was a child that was supposed 
to be her mother; as she reaches maturity, it is supposed to 
be a man. Loneliness has to some degree crept into all 
their lives, and school is one place where every one of them 
felt -- at least some of the time -- alone, afraid, and 
"different." They agree that one of the main things wrong 
with school was that no one "was there" for them, no one 
seemed to care.10 
To return for a moment to the literature, I want to 
insert here the disagreement I have with Hollway in her 
analysis of the driving force in relationships: she argues 
that people take up positions not so much in response to 
desire but in order to gain "enough power in relation to the 
other to protect their vulnerable selves" [1989, p. 60]. In 
my opinion, Hollway here is reading more acutely her data on 
men (especially the study participant she calls "Will") than 
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she does her female respondents. In the context of my data, 
it seems that for women desire rather than power is the 
central motive in shaping relationships. The women here 
want to share, rather than hide, their vulnerability; they 
want to escape loneliness and isolation, to be comforted and 
supported. They have learned that the main source for such 
comfort "ought" to be a guy; and Fantasia certainly learned 
as well that it is appropriate to hide one's vulnerability 
in school. That is a crucial point, in fact, the difference 
between what one does in school and what one does as a 
woman: school is mainly about thinking, as I suggested in 
the review of literature, but being a woman seems to be 
largely about feeling; school is about going it alone, but 
being a woman is about connections. 
There is a sense in which the continual search for 
someone who will "be there" is central to the shaping of 
subjectivity for these five women. Lyn has struggled most 
of her twenty-one years to gain the respect and love of her 
mother which she never experienced as a child. Anne, on the 
other hand, seems to have decided that the only person who 
will reliably "be there" for her may be herself. Elena's 
experiences with Nathan and Jose suggests that men as well 
are looking for this kind of acceptance; their part in her 
story can be read as evidence of Hollway's idea that men are 
constantly searching, through heterosexual sex, for a mother 
figure. Elena's story also underscores the possibility that 
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women may seek reliable connection in their lives by being a 
mother, both in the literal aspect of having a child and by 
responding to a man's secret need for comfort. 
But the other side of wanting someone to "be there" is 
the source of the struggle involved in achieving a femi¬ 
ninity defined entirely by heterosexuality: it is the desire 
Fantasia refers to as "being her own woman." Both Elena and 
Anne speak of a "me for me" that is not so much, I think, 
autonomy (in the sense implied by a traditional model of 
self) as acknowledgement of and respect for one's dignity as 
a person, distinct from others and perhaps apart from 
prescriptions that demand unreflective conformity to the 
norms required by sexist social assumptions. 
In the tensions revealed around issues of connection 
and me-for-me for these women, I see evidence to support the 
poststructural reconception of the self in terms of 
multiple, often contradictory, subjectivities. This is not 
to say that no self exists, however; the question rather is 
in how it is formed and what it is. It is not a static, 
autonomous, rational entity, auto-generated somehow within a 
human being, fixed at a relatively early age and able to 
interact unproblematical1y with the world outside of it. 
Rather it is constituted by the effects of language 
interactions that involve the people present in one's life, 
especially one's family. But the constitution of self by 
language is not like the molding of clay by a sculptor; the 
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stuff of human personality or subjectivity responds in its 
own way and resists the impact of external forces. There is 
a struggle not to be swallowed whole, so to speak, by what 
others expect. The way in which self can be viewed as a 
process and therefore open to change will be examined 
further in Chapter 5. 
The Complications of Shifting Prescriptions 
One aspect of these stories that is particularly 
interesting to me is the view they offer of the process by 
which historical shifts in discourses occur. Such shifts 
present extremely difficult and confusing complications for 
individuals caught up in them. Clearly, we are living in a 
time of changing morals and mores, and as we will hear Lyn 
say in Chapter 5, "It isn’t easy, believe me!" 
Statistics suggest that single-parent female-headed 
families are more and more the "norm,"^ and I feel sure 
that our society is moving gradually toward a radically 
different configuration of the "normal" family -- or rather 
perhaps an acceptance of varied, equally acceptable con- 
figurations of family. But the evolutionary process 
involves a confusing conjunction of contradiction in which 
the "permissive discourse" of sexual freedom is overlaid on 
heterosexist assumptions about men’s and women's "needs" or 
obligations that persist from older discourses. Men "need" 
sex, and these women have all felt an obligation to respond 
to that need -- Cynthia even at great physical risk 
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initially. They perceive themselves as "needing" to have 
sex as well, and in that the permissive discourse is at 
work. But the old have/hold discourse suggests that they 
will get something in return: commitment, someone to "be 
there" for them. The exchange, however, frequently doesn't 
work out, and women in some cases are themselves rejecting 
it as a desirable possibility. 
In spite of the evidence of her own father, Lyn 
apparently thought that some "discourse of paternal 
responsibility" might secure Harold's obligation to her. 
Anne, on the other hand, has made a conscious decision to 
reject a permanent partnership in marriage; she speaks of 
loving a man enough to conceive a child with him, but not 
enough to marry him. Jose is asking Elena now to marry him 
"for the sake of the child," but she hasn't yet decided if 
she wants to be married, for she is not sure if their 
relationship will work. Fantasia, in one of her rapid fire 
narratives about a friend's misguided behavior, rejected 
completely the efficacy of the paternal responsibility 
discourse: "She said, 'But, Fantasia, I want his child.' 
And I'm like, 'Believe me, he's not worth it. What do you 
think? You’re going to have a hold over him because you 
have his kid? Come on, be for real. He's got one already 
on the streets of the town. What the hell difference will 
another one make?'" [F9] 
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Yet these women's decision to raise their children 
alone suggests that a discourse of maternal responsibility 
operates very persuasively in their lives. "If you do the 
crime, you do the time," one of them wrote in a letter that 
will be quoted in Chapter 5. This is the source of their 
mixed feelings about abortion: though they feel it should 
remain a legal option for women, they have for the most 
part*3 rejected it for themselves. Elena won't even say 
the word, perhaps because of the influence of discourses she 
hears in church.** Society encourages them to accept blame 
for their situation; in the general public view of the 
"problem of teen pregnancy," it is the women whose "chances 
in life took a nosedive the night they got pregnant." They 
were irresponsible and they must pay the price; they should 
have known better, as Anne points out. So it is, as Hollway 
suggests [1984a], that the permissive discourse presents 
particularly painful complications for women; it did not 
supercede the older formulas, but was -- for the time being 
now at least -- added to them. The effect of contradictory 
discourses working simultaneously in women’s lives is not 
only confusion but potentially also feelings of guilt around 
what "ought" to be. 
The Politics of Desire 
Carolyn Steedman in her profound "story of two lives" 
she called Landscape for a Good woman [1986] says, "My 
mother's longing shaped my own childhood" [p. 6]. Steedman 
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goes beyond the two lives she is telling about to theorize a 
"politics of envy" that is involved in the development of 
class consciousness and helps to sustain the status quo of 
social stratification. 
I see beyond the immediacy of the lives written here 
somewhat differently. There echoes, in Lyn's story 
especially but in all the others as well, a loneliness that 
perceived only one solution: the making of a "normal" 
family. It is what their mothers wanted, and it was their 
goal as well. Though they may all now doubt the usefulness 
in their lives of this purpose, it was what in every case 
drove the liaison with a first "true love." Loneliness is a 
personal and private pain, but it becomes in all these women 
a device for society’s effort to sustain a family structure 
we have been led to believe is not only "normal" but 
"natural" and in some discourses God-given. What is lived 
"as a psychic problem is profoundly a social [and a 
political] one" [Walkerdine, 1991]: to sustain the 
production economy of the capitalist state, women must be 
lonely and must want to "reproduce themselves," to use 
Steedman’s phrase. 
But discourses are shifting in the economic and 
political realms as well. Our system no longer seems to 
need so large a force of marginally literate factory workers 
and laborers.^ Indeed, governmental actions in recent 
years to remove funding from many programs for the poor may 
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be read as an overt attempt to cut the lower classes in this 
country adrift, in a sense to kill them off (see Anne's 
comments on homelessness in Chapter 5). As virulent 
diseases once thought eradicated begin to reappear among a 
growing homeless population, such an intention on the part 
of those currently holding political power is not so 
farfetched. Something of a counterweight to this, and in 
process for a much longer time, is the population growth 
attendant on advances in health care during this century; 
more people, especially children, live longer than they did 
a hundred years ago. Yet a nineteenth century discourse 
about the value of having children -- as work force and as 
replacements for loss -- still prevails in the shaping of 
feminine desire. Motherhood remains the one job for which 
women are unequivocally approved, the one job in which there 
is no chance they will be thought of as stepping somehow 
beyond what is "permissible." 
The public rhetoric says that the field is open, that a 
girl can become whatever she wants to be, but for poor women 
especially a complex of other voices insist that the 
rhetoric is empty. We say everyone should stay in school 
because it's good for them; school is important for those 
who want to get ahead in life. But our educational system 
operates as it did in the nineteenth century: the economic 
machinery of the times needed a mass of "school leavers," as 
the English call them, to fill up working class jobs. Girl 
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school leavers were to have babies, for that was what the 
system required: replacements at loom and lathe. 
The work world has changed; there are relatively fewer 
jobs for entry level workers without high level literacy and 
critical skills**, but still our schools push out barely 
literate laborers, blaming them for their shortsightedness 
in not finishing, telling them it's their fault they can’t 
find decent jobs. They should have known better, we tell 
them, as if life, like school, were entirely a cognitive 
process, a series of well-considered rational choices in 
which desire plays no part. If we really want them to stay 
in school, it seems to me that we have to find some way for 
education to reach into their lives at the level of desire: 
they will stay in school not because we say they should but 
because they want to. Society well knows how to get female 
desire operating to keep hetero-reality firmly in place; is 
there some way schools can be involved in reconstructing 
desire to make a new reality possible? There is a sense in 
which this is what we did in The Program, for we perforce 
began our conversations always where our students were, with 
what they thought desire was centered on: the men in their 
lives. 
Answering the Research Questions 
My intention in this chapter was to seek answers to my 
first two guiding questions: 1) Does the discourse of self 
which emerges in the case studies imply a sense of multiple 
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subjectivities defined largely by relationships with others, 
as poststructural theory would suggest? 2) What evidence 
can be found of the play in women's lives of the larger 
discourses of society, expressed in individual narratives in 
terms of familial and/or cultural expectations? As noted in 
Chapter 3, in the course of data analysis the second ques¬ 
tion shifted slightly to become something more like: What 
evidence can be found that desire for women is shaped by the 
larger discourses of society, expressed in individual 
narratives in terms of familial and/or cultural expecta¬ 
tions? My findings in specific response to these questions 
are summarized below. 
1) Women tend to behave and shape their language in 
different ways according to the company they keep. Some¬ 
times response to others involves resistance -- as in Anne's 
interactions with her father; sometimes it involves the 
desire to please, as with Lyn and her mother. Anne speaks 
of there being ''a few totally different versions" of 
herself; Fantasia consciously shapes her way of being 
according to her audience; Elena is aware of a "me" that is 
"like my mother" and a "me" that is not, as well as a "me" 
that is just "for me." Beyond their own consciousness of 
multiplicity, I see evidence in all of their stories of 
continual shifting of personae, especially according to 
where the power may lie in a relationship. Who-I-am is not 
static or unitary but constantly reconstructed in the 
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mirrors that others hold up for the self to see: the 
reflected image is always changing and all the images are 
equally "true.'* 
2) Desire for girls is constructed by the stories they 
see and hear in the lives of those around them, as Walker- 
dine and other poststructuralists have suggested. Through 
their mothers (as well as through the urgent voices of 
popular culture), they learn that a "normal” woman wants to 
"be with" a man and to have sex. That is primary; the 
desire to have a baby is secondary, a consequence of "being 
with" a man and responding to his "needs." I assert this in 
spite of Cynthia's statement that she "always wanted a 
baby"; in her other words and actions, it is clear that the 
connection to Jose was primary. 
3) Once a child is conceived, however, a woman's 
"natural" responsibility is to care for it, to want it, to 
be present for it as a "good enough" mother always should 
be. Being a mother is the "price" a woman pays for the 
"crime" of careless sex, but being a mother is also a high 
calling, a vocation of service to others. There is some¬ 
thing "missing" if a woman does not take on this responsi¬ 
bility with appropriate devotion. This again is something 
girls have been taught: that their "normal" and "natural" 
instinct is to care for others, to set their own needs aside 
as less important. 
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4) Around or beneath the desire for a man and the 
expectation that they will care for others, there an under¬ 
lying desire for human connection. Perhaps Wendy Hollway's 
phrase "unconditional love" describes this desire, which at 
some level I would say is "real" rather than "constructed" 
by social discourses; it seems to me to be a basic human 
need. Being social is perhaps truly "natural" for the human 
animal. Women have been taught, however, that this desire 
has only one socially acceptable fulfillment: finding "Mr. 
Right." 
5) The men in these women’s lives, like those in Holl¬ 
way's study and Walkerdine's reflections [1990g], have been 
taught to satisfy their need for "love" by having sex; they 
tend to hide their vulnerability, but if they should chance 
to reveal it, a woman can scarcely resist, so great is her 
"instinct" for care. 
6) In addition to the response to others that to a 
large degree shapes who they are, these women often express 
a desire to find "me for me." It seems that there is some¬ 
thing in them that wants to break free and make a claim to 
power, something that wants to reject (at least in some 
piece of her life) the social expectation that a woman will 
be always responding to the needs of others and find a 
ground for "being her own woman." Maybe this notion is born 
of the social value placed on independence and autonomy, but 
I don't think so: I think that what these women are looking 
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for is a way to have both individuality and connection. 
Perhaps Miller's notion of self-in-relation (and I see that 
very clearly here as all one term, not two things glued 
together) is the most accurate description of this apparent 
yearning. 
7) In general, school is not a comfortable place for 
girls. For all of these women, elementary school was OK, 
but the sudden shift at junior high to an expectation that 
they would take care of themselves (be entirely autonomous 
and independent as school defines maturity) was traumatic. 
In this we see the effects of the split which Walkerdine 
describes between the academic, which expects autonomy, and 
the feminine, which expects connection to others. But 
again, I don't think these two aspects of the human 
condition have to be mutually exclusive. Our social 
construction of gender -- and of the academic, which tries 
to close out feelings -- currently makes them so, and that 
is the source of tremendous pain, for boys I imagine as well 
as for girls. 
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Notes for Chapter 4 
1. Numbers in brackets refer to pages in the original 
narrative prepared for each participant, retained here for 
later reference. See Appendix for a sample narrative. 
Throughout chapters 4 and 5, I incorporate text spoken by 
participants in quotation marks; written text by them is 
usually single-spaced and indented. 
2. Abuse during pregnancy is a theme which appears again in 
Elena's story. It is a complicated issue which has more to 
do with the psychology of the men involved than of the women 
and which I therefore do not discuss in this study. 
3. As opposed to others whom she refers to on occasion as 
"so-called Americans," such as the people who moved out of 
the neighborhood when the Cruz family became the first 
Puerto Ricans on their block. 
4. With all the Puerto Rican women in this study, I will 
touch only lightly on cultural issues and only as they 
themselves have brought them forward. It's a subject of 
great interest to me, but I do not yet have the expertise to 
address it. In addition, such a focus was never intended in 
this work, which is interested more in similarities among 
the women who are my case studies than in cultural 
differences which may divide them. 
5. See, for example. Democracy in the kitchen: Regulating 
mothers and socialising daughters [with Lucey, 1989]. Also 
see Urwin, Constructing motherhood, in Language, Gender, and 
Childhood [1985]. 
6. This is a word Elena carries from her experience of 
church. See below. 
7. I have just heard from Anne and Lyn that their plans to 
start at the community college in the spring term have been 
shortcircuited at the last minute by the imposition of a new 
regulation making child care support unavailable for women 
who did not start school last September. They had done much 
of the paperwork at the college, but now they must wait 
another nine months to start school because of this lack of 
support. 
In accordance with another new rule subsequently 
discovered (and mentioned in Chapter 5), it appears that 
child care may not be available to support enrollment in 
developmental courses, but only if a woman is entering a 
"terminal" job training program. What is really frustrating 
about the welfare system is that regulations change 
frequently, sometimes without notice, and are often 
236 
administered somewhat idiosyncratical1y by various case 
workers. 
8. Anne chose her daughters' invented names for this study: 
though in real life the two younger children really do have 
African sounding names, her choice of such names for all of 
them here may reflect the presence of a "real" African 
African male friend in her life (who is, she says, "just a 
friend"); her choice may also be read, however, as another 
expression of separation from her family and their 
particular ethnic discourses. 
9. The need for a different kind of and deeper approach to 
sex education is reiterated in the recent AAUW report 
[1992], which points out that such change is all the more 
urgent as girls today become sexually active at a much 
younger age than used to be common. 
10. Students' need of resource for emotional support in 
school is pointed out several times in the recent AAUW 
report [1992], most poignantly in the comment of a 
"seventeen-year-old female drop-out," who said, "They don't 
really see your personal life, they just figure, well she is 
doing okay....You know, I didn't even know my counselor 'til 
I dropped out of school. I didn't even know there was a 
counselor in school" [p. 47]. 
11. Single mothers of all ages, as I noted in Chapter 1, are 
increasingly deciding to keep their children and raise them 
alone. As to women of the age group represented by the five 
case studies, though the pregnancy rate among teens has 
actually dropped as compared to the 1950s (reaching its 
lowest point in 1987) only about 25% of the young women who 
conceive children "out of wedlock" today actually marry and 
over 75% remain single [AED, 1989]. Thirty years ago, those 
figures were exactly reversed. 
12. Another indicator of this trend is the growing number of 
lesbian parent pairs, though our legal machinery does not 
yet acknowledge the equal responsibility usually intended in 
such arrangements. 
13. There are several exceptions in their stories, but 
Fantasia is the only one of them who speaks of it openly. 
14. She refers to it as the "A" word, but then she also 
won't say "welfare"; it's the "W" word. 
15. Herbert Gans' remark in a recent essay [1992] suggests 
in this a reason for the failure of the old "discourse of 
paternal responsibility": "a major reason for the formation 
of single-parent families among the poor is the high rate of 
male unemployment, which makes poor men -- 
bad marital risks." 
16. I think in this connection of Jonathan 
impassioned critique and multiple examples 
America [1985]. 
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CHAPTER 5 
TOWARD AN ALTERNATIVE DISCOURSE: 
REACHING FOR CHOICE 
"for today I take my life 
into these two hands" 
Valerie Walkerdine 
Introduction 
In this chapter I examine the ways in which, for the 
five women who were participants in my study, perspectives 
on what a woman's life might be began to shift as a result 
of their experiences in The Program. The evidence is in 
their writing for the most part; it may be that writing is 
an especially useful tool for discovering or developing 
alternative discourses, a site for rehearsing new "subject 
positions" and for establishing a community that will 
support attempts to bring about change in one's life. 
A Different Kind of Discourse Community 
The following paragraph describing The Program was 
written by Fantasia at the end of the 1990 session: "The 
Program isn't school; it's a room full of women that have 
experienced the same kind of discriminations of being a 
single parent, a woman, and/or a minority. It’s a place 
where you share things that are deep without feeling like a 
nuisance. But unlike school, it's a place where there is a 
lot more positive than negative learning: you're talked and 
taught jto and not at." [F13] 
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Though other lessons may be drawn from this brief bit 
of writing, I want to call attention to the definition of 
community which it conveys. One very important element for 
learning or shaping an alternative discourse seems to be 
finding other people to talk to who will listen with atten¬ 
tion and understanding. You have to locate or put together 
a "discourse community," folks who share your language, who 
find the same kinds of significance in words and experience. 
A discourse community means that when in conversation you 
and another person put words into the air between you, 
there's a pretty good chance that the two of you will attach 
the same meanings to them; without that kind of agreement 
you won't make sense to each other. 
Or, to put it another way, what he hears is likely to 
be different from what you said. I choose that pronoun 
deliberately, "he," because whenever there was free time 
during The Program, the women spent much of it deliberating 
about what various he's in their lives had intended by 
particular words or actions, and considering what their next 
words or actions ought to be in response. The questions of 
how I should interpret his language and how he might inter¬ 
pret mine did not have easy and obvious answers. Listening 
to them suggested to me that discourse community across 
genders does not occur easily.* 
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Beginning with Desire That’s There 
The men in their lives were a constant topic of 
conversation among the women in The Program, especially as 
students gathered for the first time, strangers to one 
another for the most part, hesitant about trusting each 
other. "Hetero-reality" was assumed common ground, a 
subject on which everyone would have something to say. The 
first "writing" each year of The Program -- never assigned, 
it just happened -- was the business of decorating notebooks 
or folders with names: his name and mine enclosed in a 
heart, children's names, sometimes his name, my name, and a 
child's name together in some design. There was a kind of 
posturing in this activity, as in the talk, a purposeful 
showing off of success in the goal everyone seemed to agree 
was most important. 
In the talk and in this first "writing," the women were 
looking for ways to connect with each other, but they were 
also jostling for position. As one of them said in our 
first year of The Program, "We have been taught to compete 
with each other for men." Though their unanimity of purpose 
on the one hand seemed to bring the women together, it also 
kept them apart; they would ring themselves with bravado 
about sexual exploits and conquests, shying away initially 
from real conection to each other. 
But gradually each group in the three years of The 
Program's existence would begin to trust each other and to 
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feel a sense of shared problems and goals. Discovering the 
discourse community of an all-female academic setting in The 
Program had a significant effect for all five of my case 
studies. For Lyn, who was in The Program only in its first 
difficult year, the impact of her experience may have been 
relatively slight; it cannot be as readily documented cer¬ 
tainly through what she has written and said. Even with 
her, however, The Program had an effect, if only through her 
continuing friendships with Anne and with me. 
Fantasia Begins to "Pull Herself Together” 
Fantasia was initially resistant to the idea of joining 
a community of women. She had always felt good about 
school, and she came to The Program in 1990, a brand new, 
very self-confident high school graduate, expecting to 
continue her record as an academic as well as social leader 
among her peers. This was something she was doing for a 
summer, to keep her off the streets so to speak, to help her 
feel better about having to postpone going to the University 
for a year. She had missed the deadline for application by 
an oversight, but that eventually was where she would go for 
college, not to a ’’place like this.” Two realignments of 
perspective and purpose by themselves suggest the signi¬ 
ficant effect on Fantasia of her first summer with us: In 
the 1991 session of The Program, she explained her year off 
after high school differently, saying that she had intended 
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to take that time for more focused attention to her 
daughter. She had also by then changed her plans about 
college; she wanted to attend the women's college where The 
Program was located. 
At first however, she was wary of the setting and 
explicitly homophobic in naming the source of her sus¬ 
picions. She wanted it clear from the beginning that she 
had her feminine persona in tact as well as her academic: 
two parts in one person, and no problem about having it all. 
She had a boyfriend after all who accepted and encouraged 
her "boldness." She could be simultaneously the kind of 
woman and the kind of student she wanted to be. But, as I 
related in Chapter 4, her early admission in a dialogue 
journal exchange that her boldness hid feelings she did not 
know how to express suggests that she was not entirely 
comfortable with the two aspects of her public self, that 
she was perhaps uneasy about their separateness. 
Talking and Writing about Being a Mom 
It was not long before Fantasia realized that the women 
from The Center, with their "pitiful" GEDs, had had in their 
previous experience of school something that was available 
to her for the first time in this setting: they could talk 
about their experience as mothers easily and openly. That 
aspect of their lives was acknowledged by them as a central 
element of who they were. Never in school had Fantasia felt 
at ease about sharing that part of herself. At the high 
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school, she said, you always hid that part of your life, 
played it down, because it made you odd, unlike the "tradi¬ 
tional" students. Here sharing that aspect of yourself was 
not only permitted, it was invited: your child, your being a 
mother, were worthy and dignified subjects, topics for 
"school" talking and writing. 
The presence of the high school women (two recent 
graduates and two expecting to receive their diplomas after 
earning needed credits by their summer experience) sparked 
in both the 1990 and 1991 sessions of The Program what I 
have called the "ritual" of birth stories. The students 
from The Center had already known this kind of sharing, but 
the high school women, like Fantasia, had never had an 
opportunity to talk about the pain, the fear, and the 
exultation of giving birth as a serious "academic" subject. 
In neither year was the event planned; it just happened, 
inspired in 1990 by the intention of comforting the anxiety 
of one student who was expecting her first child at the end 
of the summer, in 1991 by the inquiry of a woman physician 
about good and bad medical experiences in the women's lives. 
Each time it occurred, there was a respectful and encou¬ 
raging attention around the circle as every woman told her 
story. 
It was very moving to be present as listener and 
participant at these events, and it made me think about how 
this most profound experience of a woman's life is closed 
244 
out of school, particularly perhaps in a coeducational 
environment and particularly if the focus in school is 
always restrictively on the cognitive, on "book learning" 
rather than experiential learning. Such an emphasis is the 
source of a "splitting" for young women like these when and 
if they return to school, even more painful perhaps than the 
separation for girls suggested by Valerie Walkerdine [1985]. 
It was Jean Miller's suggestion, as we talked with her 
about using her work in our curriculum, that our first 
"serious" writing assignment should be about the children. 
This was one relationship, she proposed, in which every 
woman would probably feel a measure of strength and 
expertise. We used the writing project as a means of 
working on mutuality within the group, by pairing up for 
prewriting sessions students who did not know each other. 
After we worked as a group to devise questions or topics for 
interviews with each other, they talked in pairs, taking 
notes for each other, and then each one wrote about her own 
child. (If they had more than one child, they had to choose 
for this paper; Anne, for example, wrote about Isis, and 
Cynthia about Justin.) 
Fantasia said in her journal that writing about her 
daughter for the book we called "Portfolio of Our Children" 
made her "realize how much Tonia is a part of me." She had 
joked when we first met her at the high school that her 
daughter was a "brat," and she claimed that she loved to 
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take Tonia to the doctor because she liked to hear her wail 
in pain when she got a shot. It was not Fantasia's way to 
be serious, to share deep feelings about important things, 
certainly not in school about this important thing. But 
writing about her daughter to share with the other women 
allowed her to focus on how much the "apple of her eye" 
meant to her. 
When asked to write in her journal later about an 
important relationship in her life. Fantasia chose to talk 
not about Dante, to whom a great deal of journal space had 
previously been devoted, but again about Tonia; she had 
decided that this was the most important relationship in her 
life because "my daughter will always be my daughter but my 
companion can change in the future.” [17, emphasis hers] 
She wrote about what it was like to be pregnant: 
How do I feel about Tonia? That's a complex 
question. She's my daughter and I love her 
endlessly. She's someone who with the help of 
another person came to be. Feeling her movements 
while she was still in my womb and her constant 
activeness could never be compared to any other 
feeling in the world. Just placing my hand and 
feeling her elbow, feet, or whatever part of her 
body stuck out was such a glorifying experience, 
an experience that no other person can make one 
feel, an experience that bonds an expectant mother 
to her unborn baby. [18] 
She went on to describe her daughter's growth and their 
continually evolving relationship. Like Anne, Fantasia felt 
that keeping communication between mother and daughter open 
and easy was an important goal: 
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I believe that if a communication line exists from 
the time a child is young, it'll be better in the 
future. It won't be as hard to talk about 
important matters. [19] 
Like Elena, she believed that communication begins before 
the child is born: Elena used to sing to her daughter in the 
womb [E17]; Fantasia used to poke Tonia to make her move: 
It was a game she and I often played. I enjoyed 
it and I'm sure she did also. In some ways, I 
believe that made us closer because we both needed 
to know that we were there for each other. [18] 
Tonia at two was beginning to talk when Fantasia wrote about 
responding to her chatter: 
Right now she talks to me and in reality, I don't 
know what she's saying, but I agree with her 
because I don't want her to perceive that I'm not 
interested. [19] 
Fantasia ended her reflection by considering that whatever 
she might do with her life will inevitably affect Tonia, and 
then she said: 
I also want to set an example for her. I 
want her to know that obstacles can be conquered. 
Education is important in order to qualify for a 
good paying job and enjoy one's self in the 
process. I want her judgments to be on those 
bases, and no matter what the peer pressure, she 
can always have me in the back of her mind and 
say, 'My mom did it and she had me.' 
Maintaining a close relationship with my 
daughter is very important to me. I always think 
of it as she and I against the world!! [19] 
Two elements are significant here: the writing first of 
all, in and of itself, and then the opportunity to share 
that writing within a particular discourse community. 
Writing is an effective means of discovering what we think 
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and feel. Often for many of us, we don’t know what we know 
until we write it down. Fantasia had long been a journal 
writer before she came to The Program. In fact, she has a 
rather complex system of journal keeping: on a calendar, she 
records important world and personal events; in a diary, she 
writes "highlights of my day, things I don’t want to forget, 
and sometimes about my personal life." When she has a 
problem to work out or feelings pressing in on her that she 
can't talk about with anyone, she uses loose paper. She 
talked about the process in an interview: "There's no one 
objective in my house, so what I do is get into a quiet 
room, or when I'm up late at night, I just write to myself. 
Whenever I'm in a bad situation that I can't figure out and 
I need an objective person, I find that objective person in 
the paper. Then I read it aloud, and you know, once you 
read it, you solve your own problem. You read it, and Poof! 
the answer just slaps you in the face." [29] 
Discovering Community 
A community of one, an audience of self. Sometimes a 
community of two, for Fantasia has said that she discusses 
problems with her mother. But what happens when the com¬ 
munity extends to others like yourself? Most importantly, 
you realize that you are not alone. The following partial 
description of writing in The Program is taken from a report 
written for their principal by two high school students in 
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the 1990 session who expected to receive academic credit for 
their summer work: 
We did writing, which was almost like 
English. We had journals where we could write 
anything we wanted, about our feelings, about the 
program, how we felt that day. Every day, the 
teachers would read the journals and write 
comments at the end. For example, if we wrote 
something personal, they would write back about a 
similar experience they had had. It really 
helped, because we didn't feel like we were alone, 
that the same thing had happened to other people. 
To feel alone, especially to feel alone in a crowd, to 
experience yourself as abnormal, different from all the 
others, perhaps the only one there who is afraid: to feel 
this way is to feel utterly powerless. All of the women in 
The Program, even including Fantasia, have spoken of feeling 
this way at some time or other in school. When asked to 
tell about a time when she felt utterly alone, Fantasia 
wrote vividly about her first day in a new school, when she 
was about twelve: 
This school was a lot like a high school: it had 
three floors and a lot of rooms. My mother signed 
me in and that wasn't so bad. But then an office 
aide told my mommy that she didn't have to walk me 
to class. I was devastated? ?! Here I was, in a 
school full of strangers, and my mother wasn't 
even going to see me to class. My mother gave me 
a kiss on the cheek and went home. The office 
aide gave me a room number and pointed in the 
direction of the room. Here I was, in a hallway 
without a person in sight, and I was scared as 
HELL!!! I wanted to cry, but I restrained myself 
because I didn't want to be a "crybaby." So I 
continued my journey to class. It worked out O.K. 
in the end and I did make friends. But that was 
the scariest, loneliest moment I can recall!! [21] 
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To discover in a group that others may have the same 
feelings shifts things around, alleviates that sense of 
helplessness. It's a tricky business to uncover this 
commonality of lonesomeness and fear in a school group: 
someone has to be willing to go first. 
Fantasia was lucky to be in The Program in its second 
year, because Elena and Anne had already been there once and 
they knew that the teachers at least, if not the other 
students, could be trusted. On the second day of the 1990 
session, after the students had written in their journals 
about a time of loneliness, I asked if anyone would be 
willing to share her writing. Elena volunteered, and 
another student followed her lead when she discovered to her 
astonishment how alike were their feelings of abandonment 
when their parents had separated. No one else wanted to 
share, but everyone, including Fantasia, listened with a 
kind of breathless attention to both readings. After that 
day the students rarely shared out loud what they wrote in 
their journals, but they often passed the books around to 
let each other read what they had written and how the 
teachers had responded. 
What happened on that second day was the establishment 
of trust: Elena had demonstrated that here it was all right 
to be vulnerable. It was a tremendously courageous act on 
her part, because Fantasia and her little gang of high 
school graduates who called themselves the "In-Crowd” were 
250 
inclined, in those early days of the 1990 session, to giggly 
ridicule of any signs of weakness or vulnerability. On that 
day, thanks to Elena, Fantasia began to discover a different 
way of being in "school.” 
In the weeks that followed, Fantasia wrote about her 
daughter in the piece consciously prepared for reading aloud 
to the group, which she later shared with a larger audience 
in the end-of-session presentation; she wrote the thoughts 
about Tonia quoted above from her journal; she wrote 
repeatedly in her journal about the ups and downs, the 
pendulum swing of her feelings, in the relationship with 
Dante; she wrote about Emily Dickinson in her contribution 
to the "Forum on Women" (see below); and she wrote about 
herself for the collection we called "Portraits of Our¬ 
selves." That piece focused primarily on her triumphs in 
school, and the closing paragraphs ring with her determined 
self-confidence: 
As for how I feel about myself, I must state 
that 'I'M VERY PROUD OF MYSELF!!' I accomplished 
something that very few people do and I had more 
responsibilities than the 'traditional' student. 
Most people would have said, 'The hell with 
school.' I didn't. I hung in there when times 
were rough and I still had time to nurture my 
daughter!! I know I still have a few more steps 
to overcome, but at least I climbed one. I'll 
keep striving for that Chief Justice seat, but 
I’ll never forget those that helped me along the 
way and those that never lost their faith in me!! 
m 
In spite of the bravado that suggests not much had 
changed for Fantasia during her six weeks in The Program, in 
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a community of women, her paragraph evaluation quoted above 
suggests that she had felt supported by being with a group 
of people who knew and understood her experiences. Her 
revised goal for college, to which she continues to hold 
fast, also suggests that she found value in being part of 
an all-female community. 
Fantasia at the Middle School 
Between the 1990 and 1991 sessions of The Program, 
during the academic year when she was supposed to have 
started the university, Fantasia worked in the spring 
semester as a Classroom Assistant for a sixth grade teacher 
in a Milltown middle school. She moved into this new 
situation with her usual confidence and was instantly 
popular with students and teachers alike. Interestingly, 
her immediate and instinctive affinity was for the students 
who were in some sense "abnormal,” the ones who didn’t fit 
in or who were resisting the schooling process. From this 
new perspective in school as observer and teacher, she 
seemed to understand quickly how some students could feel 
marginalized or pushed aside, especially if they did not 
have her kind of inborn strength and easy ability to do what 
was asked. She told me later about her forthright con¬ 
versation with one student: "You have an attitude problem, I 
told her, and the teacher's not going to deal with it, so 
you better. Don't worry about what the other kids say. You 
have to work on it yourself. I'll help you and encourage 
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you, pat you and say you're doing good, but you have to work 
on it yourself." [32] 
In particular, she connected with the girls; she saw 
very clearly the degree to which they were extremely 
vulnerable at this moment of budding sexuality, and she 
yearned to help them. Elena, when she worked in the school 
during the fall semester, had focused on the same issue: the 
tremendous sexual vulnerability of eleven and twelve year 
old girls. She had made a proposal to the lead teacher 
(which Fantasia was eager in the spring to take up) sug¬ 
gesting girls-only journal writing sessions in which she 
would try to help students work on personal issues related 
to such too-early childbearing. She and Fantasia both saw 
in the middle school situation that the students needed not 
a biology lesson version of sex education but some way to 
get at the relational issues in heterosexual interaction 
(see Fantasia's comment quoted in chapter 4). Without using 
these terms, they perceived that the sixth graders needed to 
talk about desire, both the real physical desire their 
bodies were beginning to experience and the externally 
constructed desire that led some of them to talk already 
about wanting a baby. 
The school-sanctioned writing sessions that Elena and 
Fantasia urged never did come to pass, but both women in 
their turn talked frequently to individual girls about the 
value of staying in school. With some of the students in 
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her room, Fantasia began her own dialogue journal exchange 
in the form of letters back and forth. The one sample I 
have of this does not address issues of sexuality, but I 
want to include it here for two reasons. First, it is a use 
of writing that was new for Fantasia, in which she borrowed 
a process from her experience in The Program and turned it 
around so that she was the listener and responder. Second, 
it shows an aspect of her person that had previously been 
repressed or denied in public: in her letter to Susie, we 
hear Fantasia as gentle protectress, still somewhat boastful 
but using her confidence to encourage and support another. 
I am inclined to think that she discovered that part of her 
self by means of the writing; she knew she had to say 
something positive to this youngster, and she found that in 
fact it wasn't so very hard to do. First Susie's letter to 
her: 
Dear Fantasia: 
I am writing this to let you know you've been 
like a mother to me. I care about you a lot and 
hope someday after you leave [the school], you 
will visit me. I know you can't spend much more 
time with me because the class is jealous, but 
maybe soon I can spend some time with you (if 
that's okay with you, of course). 
Are you mad at me? I hope not. If you are, 
I can understand. I am a nerd. No one wants to 
be near me. Well, anyway. I'll bring you my 
picture and talk to you soon! Thanks for being 
who you are and don't change. I love you. Write 
back! ! ! 
Love, Susie 
Fantasia wrote back immediately. It was a good thing, she 
said, that she hadn’t started a correspondence with all the 
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students in her classroom, or she would never have had time 
to sleep. 
Dear Susie: 
I was very touched by your note. It’s made 
me very happy to know that I reached at least one 
of all the kids. You made my day with your 
honesty. 
The nonsense about you being a "nerd" is 
untrue. You are one of the brightest young ladies 
I've met in this school. I just hope you apply 
yourself to any future goals you might have and 
don't settle for second best!! Besides, you 
remind me of myself when I was your age. You're 
confident about yourself and that's no default; 
it's a beautiful feeling and maybe some of that 
confidence will rub off on others. I'm honored 
that I was able to share some of my expertise and 
experience with you. 
As for keeping in touch after my last day, 
that's a total MUST! I want to know what you're 
up to and I'll be more than happy to help you 
whenever I can. 
Take care and stay sweet! 
Your friend. Fantasia [31] 
About Susie, Fantasia later said, "There was a lot of work 
with her; she really had a chip on her shoulder." [32] 
Fantasia Writes about "Pain" 
When Fantasia came back to The Program in 1991, her 
status was somewhat different than it had been the preceding 
summer. She was, as she liked to say whenever the occasion 
was appropriate (and sometimes when it wasn't!), "per¬ 
sonnel." I had hired her as a student/assistant, to act as 
translator if such was needed, to help with such chores as 
photocopying, and especially to make sure no one in the 
group ever felt left out. She was superb in her role, which 
began when we traveled to The Center and to the high school 
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and vocational school in Mill town to recruit students for 
the 1991 session. Without any prompting beforehand about 
what to say, I asked her to speak about The Program. She 
talked a bit about work and fun, but said that the most 
important thing about The Program was having friends with 
whom it was possible to share "things that were deep" and 
who would become a reliable source of support. One of 
several examples of her ongoing sense of responsibility to 
friendships begun in The Program occurred a year later, in 
the fall of 1991. She went to some trouble to track me down 
because she had important news: "You better get to Elena," 
she said, "and be quick about it; I hear she's talking about 
dropping out of college." 
She not only had a new role in the 1991 session of The 
Program; she brought with her also a deep heartache. Ever 
and amazingly the complete professional, she kept the 
heartache out of her work with peers as The Program began, 
but she shared it with me in a long letter written after the 
second day of the session; she was responding to my having 
noticed that she "wilted" suddenly when I dropped her at 
home on Monday, a reaction caused, she explained, by seeing 
Dante's car parked in front of his new girlfriend's house. 
She needed someone, she said, to hear the whole painful 
story, and she took my attention to her mood change as an 
invitation to spill it all out. Some days before the 
session started, she had broken up with Dante because of his 
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treachery (see chapter 4). In her letter to me, she 
detailed events before and after the breakup. The last 
paragraph of her letter was full of anguish: 
All I ever wanted was someone to love me the 
way I love him. Maybe I just want it (love) so 
bad. I'm so mad at him. How can he just forget 
everything we shared?! I am just so tired of 
hurting. Today a friend of mine came to the house 
and told me Dante had been fighting earlier. She 
told me that he was hurt. Stupid Fantasia goes 
out looking for him. Why?! Old habits die hard, 
but how many times must I be kicked in the face 
before I learn my lesson. I need to see him. I 
want to see him. I know he’s being 'nursed' by 
her, but I want to help him. What am I going to 
do?! I need to shake him out of my system!!!4 
When their relationship began, she had felt in control 
of the situation. Setting out to "catch" Dante had been a 
challenge, something she had attempted just to see if she 
could do it. There had been hints all along that the 
relationship wasn't as stable as she actually had hoped -- 
and loudly pretended. During the 1990 session, in the 
midst of our curricular consideration of relationships, she 
had written in her journal: 
Today was a more serious day for me. I had a 
lot of things on my mind. I was thinking about my 
boyfriend. I was thinking back in our 
relationship, and I realized that it has only been 
a relationship on my part. It's been seventeen 
months that I've been with him. I think that 
maybe once or twice I believed he actually cared 
for me. [27] 
Now though she was powerless, "kicked in the face." 
How could she turn the situation around and reclaim her 
dignity? Partly she did it in the letter to me, by telling 
a story that made her the one who had ended the relationship 
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and who had ended it for just and valid reasons. Partly she 
did it in a further piece of writing that she shared with 
her friends in The Program, and with the audience in the 
final presentation that year. That piece is quoted here in 
full : 
Pain 
It never fails. Women always tend to have 
their hearts broken by the men they love. We 
believe we've found our perfect mate, but fate 
tells us differently. We tend to fall for Mr. 
Wrong. It's as though we want to feel pain. We 
know they are no good for us, but we still give it 
our all. 
This ordeal happened to me. I fell in love 
with someone out of my league. He was a man from 
the streets, "a rebel without a cause." I was 
attracted to the danger he represented, the life I 
had little knowledge of. He was a challenge that 
I needed to overcome. Why do we feel this way? 
Is this some ego trip? Why can't we find someone 
who is compatible and just settle down? 
Like most women, I later discovered he wasn’t 
worthy of my love and devotion. I became tired of 
having to make excuses to myself for things he had 
been doing. I grew tired and decided to take 
matters in my own hands. I discovered that all of 
my worst fears were realistic and I needed to face 
them. 
Facing the truth wasn't so bad. It was the 
aftereffects that hurt the most. Knowing that the 
man that you love doesn't feel the same as you is 
traumatizing. Discovering that he had another 
life besides the one you shared is painful. The 
loneliness that follows is just as bad. 
Is it all worth it, all this pain due to a 
secret life? You damn straight!! Fidelity, 
honesty, and trust are important. Without those 
ingredients, this "so-called love" isn't true. So 
we (women) stand up straight, look head on, and 
continue our search for true love elsewhere. We 
mustn't forget our past experiences though. We'll 
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just chalk it up to experience and hope to have 
acquired some knowledge for the future. [11] 
This is personal writing, but it is not simply a 
narrative of her own experience. Several things are 
happening as Fantasia writes. For one thing, she escapes 
her sense of loneliness, fear, and anger by making a 
connection to other women. The tale of Dante's betrayal is 
no longer just her experience alone; it is the story of 
"women." She spreads out the pain and so dilutes it. 
Moreover, as she shifts from the specific to a broader 
meditation on women's lives, women's fate, women's 
suffering, she shifts the power dynamic in her relationship 
with Dante: it is no longer her against him, but she has 
rallied the support of all her sisters, who join in her 
condemnation of his failure to be faithful, honest, and 
trustworthy. 
As she constructs bonds with other women -- even 
perhaps her -- Fantasia is examining the discourse of 
heterosexual interaction. When she suggests in the opening 
paragraph that women "want to feel pain," she is not 
positing a notion of female masochism but rather giving 
voice to the common expectation that women will have their 
feelings hurt in heterosexual relationships. All the women 
in The Program seemed to anticipate a level of unhappiness 
with their men, regardless of how a relationship might play 
out and in spite of their often expressed hopes for a 
"happily ever after" outcome. That anticipation of 
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unhappiness is rooted, I believe, in their understanding of 
themselves as powerless in such relationships. Men are 
permitted to be unfaithful, are permitted nights out "with 
the boys" or without explanation, and they are usually the 
ones who will decide when a relationship ends. 
Fantasia believes that true love is possible, is 
something women search for endlessly, but she is considering 
in her essay on "Pain" the general rules of relationships 
like hers with Dante, questioning why such violations of 
female dignity tend to recur; she is searching for a new 
code, an alternative discourse if you will. An ability to 
look at her situation from a kind of theoretical perspective 
was a step for Fantasia, I would suggest, in resolving the 
split between her two selves. As she wrote in this school¬ 
like setting about her experience as a woman in a way that 
established a discourse community with other women, she 
began to bring the academic and the feminine together. The 
sharp edges of her determined, almost brutal, confidence 
soften as she perceives herself at one with others who have 
felt the same kind of pain. 
I see the beginning of resolving the split in the 
language as well as the content of "Pain." It's a written 
style, with some of the tone she would use in a school 
paper: words like "ordeal" and phrasing like "I was 
attracted to the danger he represented, the life I had 
little knowledge of." But the sharp shift to her street 
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language in the exclamation "You damn straight!!" suggests 
that this is not the old academic poser, but a person 
finding new ground for understanding who she is, discovering 
how aspects of herself may come together. 
When Fantasia wrote a self-description in 1991, the 
tone was very different from that of the piece she had 
prepared in 1990. It was much shorter, much more outward¬ 
looking, gentler than the all-caps cry that was her 
conclusion the year before: 
Who is Fantasia? 
She is 5'8". 
She has green eyes and brown hair. 
She’s a little on the slender side. 
I am outgoing, full of life. 
I tend to be friendly with those that want a 
friend. 
I am a positive person. 
I tend to be a role model for those younger than 
me. 
I can be very supportive if need be. 
I try to be understanding with others. 
I am a very good listener when a listener is 
needed. 
I am a young mother who is still learning the 
tricks of the trade. 
I can be sensitive when sensitivity is needed. 
I try to help or comfort my friends in their hour 
of need. 
I try to be the problem solver in hostile 
situations. 
But most importantly, I am a woman that has her 
own crisis and is not afraid to ask for help. 
Who are you? [34-35] 
"I am a woman" is a way of speaking learned in our summers 
together; "not afraid to ask for help" is a way of being 
that has gradually became possible for Fantasia by virtue of 
her experience in a community of women. 
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Cynthia Shifting Ground 
For most of her life, Cynthia's attitude toward school 
was exactly the opposite of Fantasia's. School was not ever 
a place apparently where she felt good about herself. She 
hated it, she said, and tried in every way she knew to "get 
kicked out," from beating up other kids to turning in blank 
test papers. She had felt that "just being a wife," which 
was her very focused goal in life, didn't require any 
knowledge beyond what came naturally. 
By the time she came to The Program in the summer of 
1990, however, there had been a change. Somewhere along the 
line, she had decided that she needed more education, though 
she was not exactly clear about that might entail. She had 
gone to The Center and earned her GED; she liked it there, 
partly because she was on "home study." She liked being 
able to work at her own pace and in a comfortable, familiar 
environment. She also liked the teachers at The Center, 
felt that they cared about her. Though she was an enthu¬ 
siastic student in The Program, she was still uncertain 
about her strengths in the academic arena. In The Program, 
she was particularly anxious in math; whereas Fantasia 
initially would rush through her work, eager to get the 
"right" answer first, Cynthia often would make some half¬ 
hearted attempts at solving a problem and then give up 
quickly with a comment such as "I just don't get it." 
262 
Her first writing in The Program, a journal entry, 
indicated where her main focus remained in spite of her 
resolution about something vague called "getting more 
education." 
Reader, 
I have a serious problem. My husband is in 
jail and will be there for about five more months. 
That’s not the problem. This is. I met this 
other guy and he is great! I keep telling myself 
I shouldn’t be doing this because it is wrong. I 
know for a fact I can't leave my husband. 
But in the meantime I don’t know what to do 
about this other guy. Maybe I am lonely and need 
his company. I wish I never started talking to 
him. I wouldn't be so confused now. Yesterday I 
was going to tell him not to come around anymore. 
But I didn't. Hopefully today I will. Then 
everything will be OK. [5] 
She never mentioned the "other guy" again, but many journal 
entries focused on Jose, her yearning for him to get out of 
jail soon, her dreams of marriage and their life together 
cozily raising her two children. Several times she 
expressed a joking resistance to the all-female environment 
of The Program: "When are we gonna meet some guys???" [7] 
In a journal entry after we visited the nearby univer¬ 
sity during the third week of The Program -- where she, 
incidentally, had her eye out for some "nice, rich men" -- 
she recorded a surprise discovery: 
I really enjoyed the visit to UMass. I was 
thinking of what it would be like being in a 
college. The admissions director there has me 
thinking now of applying to this college. This 
happened when I told her I don't want to go to 
college. It was funny. She looked at me and 
said: 'Yes, you are!' She sounded like a mother. 
Ever since she said that, I've been really 
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thinking hard. She might have changed my mind, or 
at least helped to change it. She’s great!" [7] 
Writing to Rehearse Change 
Writing in The Program came easily for Cynthia. Even 
though she had not previously had much experience with it, 
she seemed to feel none of the uncertainty that marked her 
work in the math class. She just plunged right in, saying 
whatever was on her mind. Sometimes she used writing, as in 
the examples above, simply to share concerns and reflections 
or shifts in her thinking. At other times, it had a more 
instrumental purpose. One interesting piece of journal 
writing focused on her relationship with her sister Kathy. 
During the 1990 session, we made relational issues the 
center of the curriculum in The Program, using Jean Baker 
Miller's descriptors of a "mutually enhancing" relationship 
as the focus of discussion, role play, and writing. We 
talked about the fact that in some relationships the 
question of who is in charge or who has the greater power is 
decided before any conversational interchange takes place: 
in a male-female relationship, for example, the women agreed 
that men usually assume they are stronger; in relationships 
which involve an age difference, the older person assumes 
that the younger will treat him or her with "respect;" in 
workplace relationships, some people are expected to be 
subordinate. The women talked about the ways in which power 
can shift around: you can feel in charge in one relationship 
and overwhelmed in another. We also talked about the 
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possibility of shifting power intentionally as we wondered 
whether inherently unequal relationships could be re¬ 
constructed to be "mutually enhancing." We wondered 
particularly if rearrangement might occur in male-female 
interactions. Rochelle and I did not expect conclusions to 
emerge in our discussions; our goal was to encourage a 
questioning of "common sense" assumptions, especially about 
heterosexual relationships. 
The piece from which the following brief excerpt is 
taken was written in response to our assignment after these 
discussions to write about an important relationship in your 
life. Interestingly, a number of students chose not to 
write about THE relationship, but about some other person: 
Fantasia wrote about her daughter (see above), and Cynthia 
wrote about the sister in whose shadow she had always lived. 
From what she has said to me, Cynthia had long felt some 
anger at Kathy -- or at Fate which seemed to have somehow 
dealt Kathy the upper hand. In her journal meditation on 
her sister, Cynthia turned their relationship around, 
reversed their subject positions. 
Kathy is twenty years old and there isn’t a 
day that I can think of that we don't argue about 
something. Kathy is the opposite of me. While I 
am quiet, at home, and taking care of my children, 
she is loud, grouchy, always wanting to hang out, 
and always -- well, most of the time -- asking Mom 
to watch her kids. A lot of times I would tell my 
mother Kathy is a lost case. There is no more 
hope for her. I know deep, deep inside that that 
is not true. She can sometimes be a really nice 
young lady. But that is hardly ever. [14] 
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There is no question here about who is the "better person," 
the more worthy of regard. Cynthia acted out in writing a 
different relationship with Kathy than the one she had felt 
burdened by for most of her life. 
In writing for our collection of self-portraits during 
the 1990 session, Cynthia again experimented in words with a 
new way of seeing. In efforts spaced about a week apart, 
she wrote completely different pieces in her journal draft 
and in the publicly shared piece. The first was more 
inward-looking, more focused on family relationships; the 
second omitted any physical description and, most sur¬ 
prising, it omitted mention of her plans for marriage. 
Though the piece gave credit to Jose for changing her life 
and her view of herself, it left him out of her plans for 
the future. Instead of marriage, she had in mind study at 
the community college, and then at the women’s college where 
The Program was located, to complete four years of post¬ 
secondary schooling. She closed the essay, which she later 
read for the audience at the final presentation, with a 
determined announcement: 
I am planning a better life for myself and my 
children. I know it’s going to be a while, but I 
also know this: I AM GONNA MAKE IT! [11] 
Discovering Other Women’s Lives 
Before she wrote that self-portrait, she had spent 
time, like the other women in The Program, preparing a 
presentation for a special day we called the "Forum on 
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Women." All the students, in small groups or individually, 
were to find a research project focused on women’s lives; 
the general topics we suggested were things like "women in 
the arts" and "women in sports." They would prepare 
reports that would be formally presented but shared just 
among themselves. We intended for them to search out 
materials in the college archives where the staff had been 
so helpful and supportive in the 1989 session of The 
Program. The examination then of archival materials about 
individuals who had attended this women’s college in the old 
days seemed to change our students' perception of their 
situation; they seemed to gain a kind of energy in ex¬ 
periencing themselves on an historical continuum of women 
who had worked to change their lives through education. 
Cynthia, however, did not want to find out about women 
who were "dead and gone;" she wanted to discover someone 
more "like us." I suggested that she investigate Dolores 
Prida, an Hispanic playwright who had recently been awarded 
an honorary degree at the college. Working with Jane, one 
of the college students who assisted in The Program (who 
later became Cynthia's mentor), she searched out bio¬ 
graphical information, to her delight reached Prida by phone 
for a brief conversation, and finally prepared this written 
report, which she read aloud for her peers in the "Forum:" 
Dolores Prida was born in Cuba on September 
5, 1943. She came to the United States in 1961. 
Coming to New York from Cuba, she had to work from 
day one. She worked in factories, speaking no 
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English; she worked in a bakery and she did 
editing for the employee newspaper. She has not 
married and has no children. 
Dolores finished high school and then went to 
Hunter College in the evenings after work. 
Although she has not acquired a diploma, she has 
accomplished a few things of which she feels quite 
proud. She told me, over the phone, if she had a 
diploma she might have gone a different way. 
Dolores Prida was a recipient of an honorary 
degree here in 1989. She says this honorary 
degree means more to her than an Obie or a Tony or 
even an Oscar. This "academy" award -- a college 
degree -- is a dream come true for her. She has 
never had one before. 
Dolores is a playwright who had brought to 
the stage the 'bicultural reality of being a 
Hispanic in the United States.’ Dolores started 
out writing poems and short stories. But now, she 
concentrates on plays. The plays she has written 
are: Beautiful Senoritas, Coser y Cantar, 
Botanica, Pantel1 as, Savings, Juan Bobo, Crisp!, 
La Era Latina, and The Beggar’s Soap Opera. She 
directed La Senorita Margarita in 1979 and The 
Closed Door in 1982. 
She has also won the following grants and 
awards: CAPS Playwriting Fellowship, Cintas 
Literature Fellowship, INTAR Piaywright-in- 
Residence, and she was a finalist for the 
Manhattan Borough President's Excellence in the 
Arts Award in 1987. Dolores is very happy and 
proud of her work. After talking with her, I know 
she will be a success -- just like each of us. 
To complete her presentation, Cynthia read with Jane an 
excerpt from Coser y Cantar, a dialogue play which consists 
of conversations between two parts of a Latina woman's self: 
Ella, an Hispanic self, and She, an English-speaking self. 
Cynthia read the English part in the scene they selected. 
As will be apparent also in Anne's story below, Cyn¬ 
thia's preparation for our Forum was, in my view, an 
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important event for her. My sense of all the women in The 
Program is that they had not before had much experience of 
female role models beyond their mothers and a few teachers. 
Certainly school texts provide little if any knowledge of 
women in history or literature, and these are not for the 
most part students whose experiences with text had 
encouraged them to be independent or adventurous readers. 
Their notion of what women might do with their lives was 
very limited. Aside from the almost universal expectation 
that they would eventually be wives, expressed career 
aspirations were largely traditional: Cynthia, for example, 
has said that she wants to work in an office; Lyn, like many 
other students at The Center and in The Program, had thought 
of being a nurse; another frequently mentioned goal is 
working with young children, perhaps as an elementary school 
teacher. What seems to be necessary for an expanded view of 
possibility, as Valerie Walkerdine [1990c] notes, is not a 
"rationalist presentation" of options, such as pictures in 
basal readers of women at work. Rather, involvement with 
even one woman's life in some depth (even the relatively 
minimal depth represented by Cynthia's report) and in a way 
that engages the imagination and feelings is needed to alter 
one's understanding of what the range of choice for women 
might be.6 Coming to know Dolores Prida opened an idea 
about women in general that was new for Cynthia. 
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In the 1991 session of The Program, we were completely 
non-directive about writing assignments. For the students 
who were new to the Program, we suggested writing a self- 
portrait, but the "old girls” were free to experiment as 
they liked. Our emphasis really was on learning how to use 
with pleasure and purpose the new computer lab that was 
available to us for the first time. To extend the 
exploration of relationships begun in 1990, we did propose 
that one writing option might involve reflection on their 
mothers' experiences. In response to that or for reasons of 
her own, Cynthia undertook to write about her mother, Linda 
Smith. Over the period of about a week she interviewed her 
mother and took notes about what she said each evening and 
then wrote up during the day the revelations of their 
conversations. The resulting narrative was longer than any 
piece of writing Cynthia had ever done before; she was quite 
impressed with herself about that. It told first about 
Linda's childhood, saying that she had left school after the 
eighth grade to care for her five siblings while her widowed 
mother worked to provide support. It then proceeded in 
chronological sequence to describe the four men that Linda 
had lived with in her fifty-six years, noting the twelve 
children she had given birth to in the course of these 
relationships. Cynthia detailed several abusive incidents 
in the last of these relationships, that with Cynthia's 
father. At one point he had kidnapped Cynthia, when she was 
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just two weeks old, taking her out on a cold winter night 
"in her sleeper and her sleeper alone." [25] Linda had 
considered having him arrested after the baby was returned, 
but she had decided against it. A week later "she took 
Carlos back into her home and everything started all over 
again." [25] 
A number of things were going on in this story beyond 
the superficial account of events and liaisons. For one 
thing, Linda herself was being heard, probably for the first 
time, by one of her children; though she appeared throughout 
the story as a helpless victim of violence and injustice, 
the ending recorded her eventual claim to control in her 
life. It is also true that by positioning herself as victim 
in what she tells her daughter, she is absolving herself of 
blame and in that way claiming power. In every rela¬ 
tionship, it was she who got rid of the guy because of 
infidelity or cruelty; in her account, like Fantasia in her 
account to me about the breakup with Dante, she was always 
justified in ending a relationship. 
In addition, as Cynthia learned her mother's story, she 
began to realize the frequent disjuncture between dream and 
reality, even when you are "with" someone you "love." But 
most important perhaps is the shift that occurred beyond the 
purely personal and singular when Cynthia decided about a 
title for her writing. By calling the piece "A Woman's 
Life," Cynthia extended the narrative of abuse and 
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helplessness beyond one woman living in a rent-controlled 
apartment on River Street in Mill town to a larger community 
of women over space and time. In that generalization to a 
broader frame, Cynthia was claiming support for her mother 
-- and incidentally for herself -- gathering a kind of power 
in community like that which Fantasia rallied in her 
confrontation with "pain." 
I will quote here just the last two paragraphs of "A 
Woman's Story," in which Linda's victory was recorded; as 
the narrative ended, Linda and Cynthia together wrote a new 
version of what "happily ever after" might mean: 
Linda now resides in Milltown, living with 
her youngest child, age 21, and with three boys of 
her own. She has thirty grandchildren that are 
known of. She is not working but receiving SSI 
because of her asthma and arthritis. Linda says 
being without Carlos [Cynthia's father] feels 
great. She doesn’t have to worry or wonder if he 
is going to come home drunk and beat on her. She 
can sit back and enjoy her grandchildren, watching 
them grow up in a peaceful apartment, not what her 
own children had to grow up in. Her children saw 
and felt a lot of pain. 
For the past ten years Linda has been able to 
come and go freely. She enjoys life tremendously 
now and will continue to until she dies. [26-27] 
A Dream Dissolves 
After the 1991 session of The Program, writing began 
again for Cynthia when, true to her resolve, she entered the 
community college that September. In another example of how 
my case studies have participated in data collection (Cf. 
Fantasia at the middle school above), she passed along to me 
copies of the pieces prepared in her developmental writing 
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course. At one point during the semester, the tutor 
assigned to her by the Learning Assistance Center at the 
college shared with me her frustration that Cynthia seemed 
to be stuck in the personal and resisting a shift to 
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academic writing.” Constrained by time and situation from 
offering a full response, I simply said that I thought 
Cynthia would be ready soon for that shift. Her final piece 
in the developmental program suggested to me that she was 
indeed very nearly ready to take the step to an approved 
kind of ’’writing for school,” for in it she begins to see at 
last the sharp contradiction between her dream of bliss and 
what Jose really has been in her life. It is a very 
important piece, in my view, in terms of our consideration 
here of how young women may find access to alternative 
discourse through personal writing; I therefore quote it in 
full, despite its rather greater length than other quoted 
pieces. 
Life with an Addict 
I've been with Jose for ten years, and in 
these ten years we share two beautiful children, a 
boy named Justin and a girl named Tatiana. For 
the past ten years, we've had our ups and downs; 
however, our last down was the worst. Jose and I 
separated, and, as a result of the separation, he 
got involved with drugs. Although my love for him 
was strong, the guilt was stronger. I thought it 
was my fault Jose started doing drugs; therefore, 
I went back to him and tried to help him get the 
help he needed. This was the most difficult time 
in my life, but if you love someone as much as I 
love him, there isn't anything in the world you 
wouldn't do to try to help him. 
Life with a drug addict is very lonely. You 
spend most of your time away from one another. 
You do not choose to be away from each other; 
nevertheless, he is dragged away by the calling of 
the drugs. You stay at home struggling to do 
household chores, caring for children and trying 
to make it to appointments on time when you have 
no help at all; in fact, you even have the honor 
of doing his share of the work, like the heavy 
lifting and repairing anything that needs to be 
repaired. If you ask him to do something as 
simple as taking out the trash, and he has not had 
his fix, you will be the only one taking the trash 
out. You may as well not ask him to help do 
anything since you already know you will be doing 
it yourself. 
The most important thing left for you to do 
is be the father he is unable to be. Everything 
is left up to you, so that he can be on the street 
doing Lord-knows-what to get the fix he so 
desperately needs. You wonder if one day he will 
come home and spend some time with you, perhaps 
take you out for dinner or a quiet night out for 
some relaxation. 
Of course, going out with him probably won't 
happen; however, if that day should come, more 
than likely it will be such an embarrassing time. 
For instance, you might get lucky and go out to a 
nice Chinese restaurant. That's nice; however, it 
isn't so nice when you know he has a little pouch 
with all of his supplies needed to have his fix in 
it. All of a sudden, just when you think every¬ 
thing is going fine, he excuses himself and goes 
to the bathroom. 
After half an hour to an hour, he finally 
shows back up at the table where you are sitting. 
You know what he was doing. When asked, he can't 
deny that he had his little fix right there in the 
bathroom. He is sitting there with his eyes 
almost closed shut and the sweat rolling down his 
face, which he keeps wiping every time his head 
bobs. You are even more embarrassed when you look 
around and see people staring at you, and you 
wonder what they are saying to each other or 
thinking. 
Being involved in this kind of relationship 
means being second in his life. He will never be 
around when your children get seriously ill or 
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hurt. He will not be there for you when something 
bad happens and you need to be comforted by him. 
Having a lot of fear is a part of life with a 
drug addict. You don’t know what he does to get 
the drugs. One day you could go for a walk with 
him and the kids, and all of a sudden you hear 
someone shooting at you. You ask him if it had 
anything to do with him, and he tells you it was 
someone he had ripped off for a twenty dollar bag 
of dope, or worse, a ten dollar cap. 
After things like this happen, you start 
asking yourself if a life like this is worth 
sacrificing yours and your kids' for. And if this 
is true, why would you still stay with him. Maybe 
it’s because you love him, or you feel it's your 
responsibility to stay; after all, you do feel it 
is your fault all of this is happening. At least 
these are my reasons. [20-22] 
One thing that is happening in this piece of writing is 
a generalization somewhat differently constructed but 
similar to that of "A Woman's Life." I feel that by 
shifting from the "I" of the first paragraph to "you" in the 
remainder of the piece (until the final sentence), Cynthia 
is pushing the story beyond just herself and illustrating 
the painful dynamic in all relationships where addiction is 
a problem. The "you" is a different usage for Cynthia; all 
of her previous writing -- including "Dream Baby" (which is 
part of her case study narrative) and "The Windows" (which 
is not), both also written during her first semester at the 
community college -- were about "I." The details in this 
piece are her story, but she is seeing that story in a 
larger frame: this is not about "Jose and me," but about 
"living with addiction." Again by allying herself with 
others who experience similar difficulties, she is taking a 
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step actually beyond the personal. She is in fact doing 
essential "academic" work, for she is using personal writing 
to explore issues of human interaction. 
In terms of her own life, that sense that Jose must be 
at its center still nags at her. But she has in writing 
brought about a shift in their subject positions: he is the 
one who is helpless, a victim of his addiction. She may say 
that she is responsible for his helplessness (an attitude 
which would be the first target in a "Twelve Step Program"), 
but by making herself responsible, she gives herself power 
over him: she did it, she can undo it. Or, she can walk 
away from it. Most important, she sees very clearly and 
reports in a cold and angry tone the horror and absurdity of 
this so-called romance. The reality of their relationship 
dawns in the burdens of taking out the trash and becoming 
father as well as mother to their children, in the 
embarrassment of the restaurant scene, in the danger of 
being shot at on the streets. She is here without question 
finding "access to an alternative discourse." 
Looking Ahead 
One final bit of writing by Cynthia is important both 
in terms of how alternative discourse may be discovered and 
used, and in terms of the methodology of this study. In the 
context of the story of her which I composed in the first 
stage of this study, which was made up almost entirely of 
her own writing, I brought up at several points the issue of 
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self-esteem. I pondered at the close of the narrative about 
whether she would be able to "hold on to herself" in the 
context of her determination to take care of Jose, whether 
she indeed loved herself enough to try to do that. Cynthia 
wrote back to me when she returned the case study: 
Sara, you’ll be happy to know some things 
about me now. For one, I am actually doing for 
myself. I am doing good in college and I plan on 
continuing with my education -- THIS IS A FACT! I 
called the wedding off. I told Jose he has to get 
out and prove his love for me. He has to get a 
steady job and much, much more. I even told him 
that college is before him, but the kids are 
before college. He agreed on that; he really had 
no choice. 
I don’t know what else to say except I am 
tired of doing for others and then getting shit 
on, so, yes, I am only going to do for me and my 
kids. It's time I get my life together and enjoy 
it. 
There. I said it and I really mean it. 
Cynthia has a long way to go yet; it's too easy just to 
say, on the strength of the firm resolve sounded here that 
she's got it all together and that's that. Or one could say 
she doesn't mean it anyway; she’s just writing what she 
knows Sara would like to hear. Certainly, chances are at 
least fifty-fifty that she'll get pregnant again, she'll 
drop out of college, Jose will be arrested again, and so on. 
But in writing her response to me, she practiced a new 
subject position, tried out a new discourse. She knows what 
it sounds like now; she has some notion of the pieces of 
language and action that need to be put together if she is 
to claim a kind of power, reshape her desire, move herself 
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to a place where she has some control over her life. And 
she is probably ready now, as her tutor had hoped, to move 
in school away from writing based in the personal to other 
kinds of subject matter; she began to make that move in "A 
Woman's Life," for she began then to see beyond specific 
events and feelings and to apprehend some general truths 
about people and what happens to them. 
Elena's Struggle with "Fate" 
Of course writing is only practice, which by itself may 
change nothing. Elena's story is a case in point, I'm 
afraid, though of course -- as Cynthia said in another 
paragraph of the response to me quoted above -- "it isn't 
over yet," despite her apparent recent capitulation to 
"Destiny." She told me recently about a poem she had 
7 
written with that word as its title. In it, she said, she 
had been thinking about how people may have the ability to 
shape their lives one way, but their destiny requires 
something else; the possibility is there, but there is no 
choice about what happens. It is a curious conclusion for 
her to draw, for she had so often expressed such deter¬ 
mination and seemed to have a pretty clear idea about what 
"making things different" might entail. 
Elena wrote a poem while she was still at The Center in 
which she expressed the sense of confidence and courage she 
had gained there. 
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Who I Am and Where I'm Going 
There was a time I asked myself these questions. 
I had simple answers. 
I was young, hardworking, meeting people, enjoying life 
And always on the go. 
I needed not to go on 
For this was all enough. 
Then one day I discovered I was pregnant, 
A child on the way, 
But what did I have to offer? 
It was then I realized 
The life I thought was perfect was really not enough. 
So many people and now not a friend. 
Money and nowhere to go, 
Young yet feeling so old. 
Once again the questions came through my mind 
Except this time I had no answers. 
For months I felt lonely and depressed. 
It seemed I had nowhere to turn. 
Then one day I came to The Center. 
There it was the beginning of a new life. 
New friends, new feelings. 
And most of all getting to know me, 
A me that for years I never knew existed. 
It took special people. 
People who cared, loved, enjoyed and respected me for 
me. 
These people made me realize 
How loving, caring, smart and special I am. 
They brought out all the qualities that for so long I 
hid. 
Now thanks to these special people 
I can say 
I know who I am. 
And I definitely know where I am going. [1] 
Like Cynthia's letter to me of firm resolve, Elena's poem 
makes a 
sure of 
pattern 
1onely, 
strong statement of feeling good about herself and 
the future. In it she outlines the recurrent 
of her life: confident and happy, confused and 
then purposeful again. Now the pendulum has swung 
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once more as, sad and submissive, she awaits her ’’destiny." 
A phrase in the last stanza of that poem reveals, I think, 
the secret of Elena’s difficulty in sustaining her deter¬ 
mination about where she is going: "thanks to these special 
people." Writing alone is only practice; community is 
essential if such practice is to become reality in a life. 
As I suggested in Chapter 4, it seems to me that where 
she sees herself connected, where she experiences the 
strongest and most comfortable alliance with others, is a 
central issue in Elena's life. Where does "me for me" 
really sit? Where do the psychic and the social come most 
comfortably together? Before we met her in The Program, she 
had spent a year studying at the community college. One 
course she had taken then focused on issues of diversity. 
It was important for her because it enabled her to give some 
names to the split she had felt -- and still feels, I think, 
in a way that may be crucial to the outcome of her current 
waiting mode -- between the Puerto Rican and American parts 
of herself. Naming doesn't in and of itself give quick and 
easy resolution to any issue, but Elena's understanding, 
derived from that course, that certain ways of looking at or 
interpreting the world might be "cultural" was important for 
her. It was very much in her mind when she came to The 
Program in 1989, and it served there very useful purposes. 
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Writing in the *89 Program 
I have written in Chapter 4 about Elena's role in The 
Program during its first summer. Her ability to name 
differences in perception was part of her contribution. 
Thanks to her joking summary sentence "It must be cultural," 
we could laugh about certain kinds of tensions that would 
otherwise have been far more divisive than they were. If 
the anxiety she personally felt that first summer was really 
overwhelming (as she had later said that it was), I think it 
may have had a lot to do with trying to sort out, in her own 
frame of reference, the cultural split. By taking the role 
of translator and facilitator for the Hispanic students, the 
bridge between two cultural groups, she was acting out 
within the context of The Program community exactly the 
split she has felt in her own life. For that moment, she 
resolved it by working hard for wholeness and unity in the 
group. 
I want now, however, to focus on writing during the 
first summer. There was that year very little personal 
writing by students despite our original intentions. One 
problem was simply time: The Program in 1989 lasted for only 
four weeks, and we had scheduled too many field trips and 
guest speakers; time for reflective writing about those 
experiences was limited at best. We encouraged students to 
write in journals, but it wasn't until the second summer 
that we instituted the dialogue format. We avoided dialogue 
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journal writing at first because of our tentativeness about 
what we were doing; we were uncertain, among other things, 
about privacy issues in personal writing. The staff at The 
Center, for all their superb support in planning the 
curriculum and recruiting students, were very cautionary 
about the effects of an experience that they seemed to feel 
had potentially disabling overtones of middle class 
"imperialism." They were very worried that bringing these 
students from The Center to the college was somehow "setting 
them up" for dreams they might never be able to realize. It 
wasn't until we had our own experience of the first summer 
to work from that we were able to be more assertive about 
both issues and process. 
Aside from the totally private journal entries, the 
only other writing we did in the first summer was a colla- 
boratively written play which we prepared for the final 
presentation. Much of the unscheduled time during the four 
weeks went into this effort; we worked out the format 
together and we "wrote" and "revised" in repeated 
rehearsals. In retrospect, given the intense relational 
difficulties (and language differences) within the group 
that first year (see chapter 4 and the section on Lyn 
below), this approach to writing may have been the only 
choice we had. The kind of openness and willingness to 
share that developed when Elena read her loneliness piece in 
1990 (see above) would likely never have occurred among the 
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women of the 1989 group. In fact, in an article written 
after the 1989 year, I argued -- and I believe this is true 
with certain groups of students -- that shared personal 
writing may sometimes begin only after community has been 
established through a collaborative writing project. 
Our purpose in the play that we wrote together was to 
create a kind of report about what had been learned through 
activities in The Program, especially field trips and 
exploration in the college archives. The format we decided 
on for the play was a television talk show, which we called 
’’The Christina Show." Together we invented questions that 
the show hostess would ask of all her "guests." Each of the 
students, other than the hostess, would take the part of a 
character in history -- all of them women -- that we had 
discovered in our study and travels. Each then had to 
devise answers to the interview questions appropriate to her 
character. Anne, for example, was Frances Perkins, 1902 
graduate of the college who was Secretary of Labor under 
Franklin Roosevelt. 
Elena's character was Belle Skinner, a woman she had 
become intrigued with on our field trip to Milltown. Part 
of that trip was a visit to the mansion-turned-museum which 
had belonged to the prominent and wealthy Skinner family. 
Belle was a glamorous maverick daughter who had never 
married or had children, but spent much of her life 
traveling, entertaining, and spending money lavishly on such 
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things as the restoration of a town in France. The dramatic 
almost life-sized portrait of Belle in the front hall of the 
mansion had caught Elena’s eye: done sometime in the 1920's, 
it shows a tall woman, slender and graceful, wearing a 
slinky red dress with matching shoes, a string of pearls 
reaching below her waist. 
Elena really became her idea of Belle in the play: 
wearing a long dress, she flounced on stage and introduced 
herself: "Hi! I'm Belle Skinner, and my father was the 
founder of the silk mills in Milltown. We lived on Cabot 
Street in a huge 32 room house. I never married because I 
was too busy traveling." [3] In response to the question 
"should a woman work outside the home," Belle said: "I think 
that a woman should do anything she wants to do. If it's 
her wish to work outside the home, that's fine, and if she 
wants to stay home, that's fine too." When the talk show 
hostess asked if it was important for a woman to have an 
education. Belle replied: "Oh, most assuredly. So she can 
have high-toned conversations with men!" In a discussion 
about who should pay for day-care if a woman works outside 
the home, Belle said most definitely: "Well, my father 
certainly shouldn't pay for day-care because I need that 
money to go traveling!" 
Practicing alternative subject positions. Playing 
dress-up and make believe. It comes to the same thing. 
Elena in that little play was testing out what it would feel 
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like to be completely independent, able really to have 
choice and make decisions about the shape of one’s life. 
She was not just trying out what it would feel like to be 
rich. The astonishment -- which all the women expressed 
about Belle -- was not so much at how much money Belle had 
to spend but at her freedom in choosing a course of life 
that did not involve commitment to family and children. 
And, like Cynthia working on Dolores Prida, what happened 
for Elena was getting into that life, getting into that 
part, getting involved at an emotional as well as rational 
level with someone who spoke an "alternative discourse." 
She had fun experimenting with an approach to the world far 
different from her own. She had fun really in everything we 
did that year, despite whatever tensions there may have 
been; she was always at the center of things, connected in 
every direction, and apparently exhilarated by the demands 
and expectations of her. 
The Problem of Nathan; "Women Are Stronger" 
We had learned about Nathan the first year. Elena’s 
unusual career goal of wanting to be a probation officer was 
tied up with him. She described him as only a close friend, 
not a lover, and she explained to us that she had a dream 
about being his probation officer, about the surprise that 
would register on his face when he saw her. She dreamed of 
making all the difference for him, helping him to sort out 
his life and get on a straight track. When she came back 
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the second summer, he had been released from jail and had 
come to her asking her to marry him. Because of her 
preoccupation with his attention, she did not join in as 
readily with our activities that year. As I mentioned 
above, she shared her writing on the second day, an 
important contribution to building trust in the group, but 
her involvement was somewhat sporadic. Even when she was 
present, she was often distracted, and she missed the whole 
third week of The Program when we were discussing the 
concept of "mutually enhancing" relationships. 
Furthermore, she never participated in the dialogue 
journal exchanges as the other students did. Other than the 
one piece she read aloud, I never knew what was in her 
journal, for she took it home with her each night. Like 
Anne, whose private journal is discussed below, Elena had 
long been a journal writer on her own. She does not write 
in a journal daily as Anne does, but uses it sporadically 
for personal reflections which she may address, she says, 
"to God," to "me as I am now," or to "me in the future." 
Her sense of journal writing as quite private and personal 
may explain her reluctance -- again like Anne -- to 
participate in the dialogue process. She did, however, 
write about her daughter for the "Portfolio of Our 
Children," in a piece that revealed her deep affection for 
the "very beautiful little girl" with "hazel eyes, long 
curly light brown hair, and a beautiful Snow White 
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complexion.” [15] One short paragraph of that description 
is significant for Elena as well as Miranda: 
Although she is sensitive, she is not easily 
intimidated by a lot of things. Two things that 
really get the best of her are darkness and 
loneliness. But don't those things get the best 
of all of us? Yes, even adults. [16] 
Yes, we might guess, perhaps especially this particular 
young mother. 
By the week of our Forum on Women, Elena seemed to have 
made a wholehearted commitment to seeing The Program 
through. For that presentation, she and two other students 
prepared a report from material in the archives about women 
in sports. At the very end of that day, after several women 
from the college community had talked with students about 
life-altering decisions they had made, Elena spoke up: "I 
need to say something,” she said, borrowing her daughter's 
device for interrupting adult conversations. She shared 
with the whole group the anguish she was feeling about her 
situation with Nathan. It was a difficult time. Elena 
wept, and several students got up at intervals and left the 
room. It was hard for me to understand exactly what was 
going on in terms of the group dynamic; I couldn't tell if 
they were rejecting her plea for advice and assistance or if 
they were embarrassed by their own embarrassment at her 
candor and trust. Her problem was that though she loved 
Nathan, or thought she did, somehow the relationship just 
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didn't feel right. She was confused and uncertain about 
what to do. 
By the time our six weeks together was over, only a 
week later, she had decided to tell Nathan she would not 
marry him. Reflecting on her action later that summer, she 
said, "He needs to make decisions, decisions that I’ve 
already made. Women are stronger, I think, at least the 
women I know. Nathan says -- three years, and look what 
you've got [meaning the beginnings of college, of change in 
her life]. He can't do it; he doesn't have the strength to 
do it." [22] "Women are stronger:" that is a stunning bit 
of alternative discourse in which Elena turns completely 
around the preconceptions which shape feminine desire for a 
man who will be bulwark and protection in the world. 
Elena's understanding of herself with Nathan and later Jose, 
as the one who is more mature and stronger, keeps on turning 
gender roles around; she has yearned so for someone who 
would "be there" for her, but time and again she has found 
that "love" means that she is the one "being there" for 
someone else. 
Elena learned how to say "women are stronger" in two 
pieces of writing that she did during the last week of The 
Program. One was her brief paragraph to describe and 
evaluate The Program. What she wrote sounds in substance 
very much like the poem composed when she was at The Center: 
These past five going on six weeks have been 
a real turning point in my life. The women in 
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this program have made me grow up. I've 
discovered a new person inside of me that I never 
believed was there. I now know where my heart and 
my mind are and belong. I also know that it's 
time for me to make decisions and like a woman 
face the circumstances and consequences that may 
come along. [22-23] 
Again she had found the strength through community that 
enabled her to be resolute about the future, about "making 
things different." Through the support of other women, she 
had found again that aspect of "me" that continually is 
slipping from her grasp. 
Writing Courage 
Instead of a prose description of herself for our 
booklet of self-portraits, Elena wrote a poem in which she 
confronted the disabling emotion that seems to keep getting 
the better of her. 
Fear: Who Are You? 
Are you the one that has ahold of my life? 
Are you the one that cripples me when I'm down my path? 
Are you the one that makes me go backwards when I'm so 
close to the mark? 
Are you the one that keeps me in the place where I can 
no longer see the rainbow? 
Are you the one that stares me in my face and says, 
"You're not going to pass this place?" 
Are you the one that says, "Here's were you're at and 
you'll never get there?” 
Well, yes, you probably are all those emotions and much 
more. 
But I'll tell you who I am: 
I'm the woman who will break the chain that you hold on 
to so tightly. 
I'm the one who gets off the braces and continues on my 
way. 
I’m the one that refuses from this day on to go back 
down the path where I started from. 
I'm the one who will fight through the fog to see the 
shining light. 
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I'm the one who keeps my head up and looks at you and 
says, "Get out of my way." 
I'm the one that will build that bridge to go through 
that gap to succeed. 
I'm all that and much more. So, "Are you ready to 
fight, fear?" [23-24] 
Elena is practicing here a discourse of power. She is 
defiant and pugnacious. She calls forth all the demons and 
dares them to get in the way of her purpose. She is part of 
a band of holy warriors: "I am the woman who will break the 
chain." 
She set off into the academic year 1990-91 with fire in 
her eyes. During most of that year, we were in regular 
touch, as much at her instigation as mine. She had adopted 
me as her mentor, and our calls and visits back and forth 
were frequent. During this time, she assisted me in 
preparing an article about writing in The Program which will 
soon be published in a book with both our names listed in 
the Table of Contents. The background text of the article 
is essentially her story, written in her voice; she served 
as editor and critic, helping me to shape a piece that would 
present an argument to educators in language accessible to 
their students. 
Is There Really a Choice? 
But in the early summer (1991), after a fairly long 
hiatus when I had not heard from her, I called to discover 
that her phone had been changed to an unlisted number. I 
tracked her down in person in the financial aid office at 
the community college. She told me about Jose and about the 
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dilemma she was facing with him, an exact repetition of her 
story with Nathan the summer before. Not long after our 
conversation, she called me to say she had written a poem 
about Jose. Reading it had made her understand that this 
was Nathan all over again, and she had decided again not to 
play mother to a man's childlike helplessness and uncer¬ 
tainty; she had broken off their engagement. 
El Titere (The "Hood") 
"Hoodlum," someone said he was 
As he drove by on his bike. 
"He probably stole it," 
The other mentioned. 
But when he saw the show. 
He stopped. 
And there I saw El Titere 
As I have never seen him before: 
A child. 
He wasn't yelling 
Or trying to kill someone. 
He was just like the child next to him: 
Vulnerable. 
A child 
One that never had a chance to grow up. 
He laughed as the clown was being chased. 
There was a glow on his face, a child's glow. 
He was so intensely looking. 
Like a child when all his attention is focused. 
If the guys in the hood saw him now, 
What would they think? 
El Titere had turned soft. 
But isn't that what he is? A child? 
Soft and vulnerable. 
Except life had made him tough and uncaring. 
Why? Why does El Titere 
Have to be one of the many in the hood 
Who get eaten up by life? 
Why does life tear them down? 
Why does life destroy the child? [25] 
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Her resolve to back out of the relationship with Jose 
did not last, as we know (see Chapter 4). For the other 
side of not wanting to play mother is its opposite. 
Emotional neediness is very hard for a woman to resist, for 
we have been taught to respond: it is our "destiny" to care. 
Vulnerability in a man is so surprising and so endearing: we 
can’t "just say no." And so -- Elena made another "choice" 
about where to connect: she has turned, perhaps reluctantly, 
away from the community of women that had captured her 
imagination and fired her courage at The Center and in The 
Program. To state her decision in an affirmative way: she 
has elected, for now at least, the community of her 
Q 
neighborhood and the heritage of her mother's obedience. 
In the two poems, "Fear" and "El Titere," Elena was 
using writing to rearrange power relationships and to call 
into existence new positions from which to view the world 
and its possibilities. But when the community in which she 
was speaking, the one that understands and supports her 
defiance, isn’t right there for her, the terrible loneliness 
haunts the night, more persuasive than any new discourse of 
courage. And Elena well knows what a "normal woman" is 
supposed to have to ease her isolation. 
Lvn Talks Her Way Out of Isolation 
For Anne and Lyn the issues of isolation and community 
have, at least for this moment in time, come out differently 
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than they have for Elena. Their two stories are not at all 
alike, particularly in regard to the uses of reading and 
writing; yet the two women are connected by friendship, and 
for both of them friendship has been a significant pro¬ 
tection against the darkness. As Anne wrote to me one time, 
"When you make a habit out of closing yourself from most of 
the outside world, life does seem to be as black as it could 
get. I speak from hard experience. Even just one friend 
that you can truly call a friend through thick and thin 
makes it a little easier." [22] 
Lyn was a participant in The Program only in its first 
year. In 1990 she decided not to rejoin us because she was 
pregnant with Brenda and thought the baby's arrival might 
interrupt her participation -- not to mention the potential 
discomfort of hauling her big belly around on field trips 
and such. In 1991, I thought she might come back, but her 
mother invited her to come to Florida at just the time The 
Program was to begin; for her, spending a month with her 
mother was the more important priority. As a result, I have 
very little knowledge of Lyn's writing, only that scrap she 
prepared for this study (see Chapter 4), which I interrupted 
by arriving for our scheduled interview, and a couple of 
bits from our collaborative writing in 1989. When I asked 
her to write for me about reading and writing, she said 
there was no point in doing that, for the simple response 
was "I don’t." 
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But for Lyn talk is text, and she does quite a lot of 
talking. The phone is her lifeline, her connection to the 
outside world. Almost every night, when the girls have 
finally settled in to sleep, she calls someone up to chat. 
Whenever Anne has a phone -- and for Anne, the phone is just 
not very important: if she can afford it and isn’t finding 
it too troublesome, she hooks up, but she often finds it 
more comfortable to be without it -- Lyn will call her 
regularly every night, and they hash over the day's events 
together. If Anne is not available, she will find someone 
else. 
Even in desperation, me. She denies that she calls me 
only when she is desperate for an ear and made me remove 
that phrasing from her story. But beyond my pleasure in 
being counted a "real” friend and not just a bottom of the 
list stand-by, her insistance on the revision suggests that 
she wants to hear what she knows I will say. My "line," as 
I pointed out in Chapter 3, is so predictable -- more 
school, don’t have more babies, watch out for guys that will 
pull you down, etc. Elena has more than once avoided me 
when she didn't want to hear it. The fact that Lyn elects 
to tune in from time to time on my sometimes preachy version 
of an alternative discourse suggests at minimum the 
intention to explore new ways of thinking about women's 
lives, to look for another way of connecting besides the 
nuclear family that has long been her frustrated dream. 
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Lyn in The Program 
She took almost four full weeks in the 1989 session of 
The Program to commit herself to trying out different kinds 
of connections. Lyn wavered for a long time about where to 
anchor her allegiance: with the whole group or with a 
subgroup of resistant Anglo students. The division between 
Anglo and Hispanic was sharp and painful that year from the 
very first moment of our coming together. As we arranged 
ourselves for conversation on the first day, the Spanish 
speaking students clustered at one end of an elongated 
circle; along one side of the circle were the three 
teachers, on the other Elena, Anne, and Betsy, a young woman 
of French-Canadian heritage who was married to a Puerto 
Rican; and on the far end, Lyn, Nancy, and Janie sat 
together, surveying the situation darkly. 
Janie at several points was openly rude to the Hispanic 
students and clearly wanted Lyn and Nancy to follow her 
lead. Lyn's pose, however, was one of sleepy non¬ 
involvement: she was lying back, listening, assessing. Her 
easiest and obvious alliance was with the English speakers. 
But that group was mixed; I don’t think Lyn ever really 
approved of or was persuaded by Janie's outright 
unpleasantness that surfaced repeatedly throughout the four 
weeks and which Nancy so readily imitated. She had known 
Anne and Nancy during her brief month at The Center, and 
Anne was certainly committed from the start to making the 
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best and most of her time at the college. But forging a 
connection to the Spanish speaking students would be 
difficult for Lyn: language was in the way, as well as the 
kind of suspicion about Puerto Ricans that is so readily 
adopted by the Anglos of Mill town. So it was that Lyn in 
her way struggled that summer with ethnic issues just as 
complex for her as Elena's perplexity about what it meant to 
be "Puerto Rican-American." 
As Lyn hesitated about where to connect, she alternated 
between being with us, happily involved in activities, or 
against us, refusing to join in because she was "too tired" 
or "didn't feel well." She talked with the teachers about a 
number of things that were on her mind. We worried with her 
through a CAT scan on Tricia; we shared her anxiety that she 
might be pregnant again; we listened to her indecision about 
whether or not to write to Harold and try to reestablish 
that connection; she talked about her mother and their 
difficult relationship. But through it all, she held back 
from wholehearted involvement. Finally one day, during a 
dance rehearsal, she seemed to make a decision. Elena was 
supervising review of the sequence of moves for our big 
number, "The Right Stuff." Suddenly, with no explanation, 
Lyn and Janie left the studio. Janie stayed away, but Lyn 
came back and assisted the group effort for the first time 
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-- she had always been most negative about the dance -- by 
taking the role of "sound engineer," an assignment she 
carried through in the actual performance. 
On the following day, when a guest speaker asked the 
women who would recommend The Program to friends, Lyn raised 
her hand, with Anne and Betsy and all of the Hispanic women; 
only Janie and Nancy voted "no." At last she had made up 
her mind about where she stood in the group, and she made 
her decision a matter of public record. The next day I 
noticed during a picnic at a nearby park that she spent much 
of her time in translator-mediated conversation with several 
of the Spanish-speaking students -- foregoing, to my 
surprise, an opportunity for her favorite activity of 
swimming. 
"It Isn’t Easy" 
Her contribution to the col 1aboratively written play 
that was the centerpiece of our final presentation was 
significant. She had not been much interested in the 
historical research that guided the shaping of most of our 
talk show characters, but she and Janie together invented a 
non-historical character, the modern young mother. Lyn took 
the part on stage and created the line that ended the play 
and drew enthusiastic applause from the audience. What she 
said affirmed the students' common struggle to make a life 
for themselves and their children, the ground they shared 
despite problematic differences of race and language. The 
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talk show hostess asked each character to tell what they 
wanted people to remember about them. Lyn, as the present- 
day mother, said: 
I'd like to be remembered for the hard work of 
raising my children at the same time I'm going to 
school. Because, believe me, it isn't easy being 
a mother in this world today. [11] 
She had also contributed to a col 1aboratively written poem 
about favorite things in The Program: "What I liked best," 
she said, "was the people." After all her uncertainties 
about which people, she drew them together in that phrase 
and affirmed her connection to this little community of 
women, acknowledged its importance in helping her rethink 
some issues in her life. 
She certainly didn't figure it all out that summer or 
set immediately a clear course for a different future. We 
have seen in Chapter 4 her continuing attempt, after The 
Program ended that August, to make a family, to get Harold 
to settle down and become father and husband. But it seems 
as if when she finally realized the futility and worth¬ 
lessness of that effort, that was that. She has been 
sustained since giving up on Harold by visits and assistance 
from her grandmother, periodic communications with her 
mother, and the presence, through the phone and in person, 
of friends. 
The only friendship I know anything about is that with 
Anne. I reported above (Chapter 4) on their recent Thanks¬ 
giving together, in which they became family for each other. 
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Lyn did most of the food preparation for their remarkable 
feast at her apartment, and she had kept me posted in a 
series of phone conversations on the progress of her labors 
in the kitchen. She invited me to join them for dessert, 
which I did, sitting at her kitchen table while she watched 
me admire and consume (against my better judgement but with 
the clear sense that I had better do the job and do it well) 
samples of three different treats: cheesecake, apple pie, 
and brownies. 
Lyn's Experience of School: Plans Deferred Again 
Anne talks with Lyn a lot about the values of reading 
and writing, but she can't seem to get her interested in 
doing voluntarily anything that sounds like school stuff. 
Lyn didn't like school, but I have never gotten her to talk 
much about why. She had dropped out after ninth grade, 
before she met Harold and long before she became pregnant. 
When, five months after Tricia was born, she went to The 
Center to study for her GED, she prepared for the test in an 
incredibly short time: "A month,” she says; "I was there a 
month; three years of high school I made up in one month.” 
She smiles when she says that, for she knows it was a 
significant achievement.^ 
Lyn doesn't seem to be afraid of school, but it seems 
that she needs to know there's some specific use for any 
learning that she does. When she was in The Program, she 
took a vocational preference test that indicated she would 
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do well working with her hands. It confirmed what she had 
already surmised, and while she was pregnant with Brenda she 
enrolled in a post-graduate course in welding at the local 
vocational school. She didn’t finish it and now, reading 
the want ads daily -- her only regular reading -- she sees 
no jobs for welders being advertised, so there is for her no 
point in going back. 
But she does see ads aplenty for workers in the health 
field, so she recently decided that she would enroll this 
spring at the community college. One day, with no previous 
announcements of intention, she just got on the bus, 
dragging the two girls with her, and went. She paid the $10 
application fee and filled out the necessary forms. After 
some courses in basic skills, she would pursue study to 
prepare for work as an x-ray technician. Before she had 
completed all the paperwork and placement tests, however, 
she discovered that the state welfare system would no longer 
provide child care for women in basic skills courses; only 
if they are enrolling in a terminal program for specific 
vocational training (or if they have already begun a course 
of study) can they acquire that support. The irony of 
course is that the welfare system will assist them in 
getting a GED, but the gap between a GED and a job that will 
take them off welfare for good is very wide. As Lyn put it, 
”1 didn't want to be on welfare this long. I hate it. But 
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now, here I am with two kids, and still with nothing. I 
have my GED and that's about it." [22] 
It's hard to know what she will do now. She is 
frustrated and angry that she had gotten her hopes up and 
plans made only to be turned away from her purpose. And 
Anne has decided in this cold winter with fuel assistance 
curtailed, she can't afford to keep her phone. So Lyn 
doesn't have "my nightly chat buddy" to help her keep her 
spirits up. I think her friendship with Anne and their 
constant conversations were a big part of her (now failed) 
decision to go back to school this spring. Anne, I know, 
talked with Lyn about her reading and writing and about her 
hopes for finding some way to carry on with her education. 
They were going to go together to the same community 
college, one that we visited during the 1989 session of The 
Program. Lyn is not really "with nothing." As I said to 
her at the close of her narrative, she has strong reading 
and writing skills; she is bright and willing. But it's 
easy to feel pretty desperate and frustrated on $78 spending 
dollars a month when the system refuses to support efforts 
at change. 
Anne Seeks Her Own Community 
Anne has given up her hopes for attending college this 
spring as well, for the same reason. Though two of her 
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children are in school, she would need child care assistance 
for Sisiwe. 
Anne1s Journal 
But Anne has decided to console herself about her 
disappointment in not starting back to school this spring as 
she has so often consoled herself in the past, by means of 
her reading and writing. Anne has been writing in a journal 
since she was about nine years old. She described for me 
how the habit of daily writing began: 
My father took me to a newstand store and let 
me pick out a diary. It was 'Hello, Kitty.' He 
said the diary was to write anything I wanted, 
things I couldn't say out loud and things I 
couldn't tell him. It was hard at first to write 
anything, mostly because the diary had a layout: 
date, time, weather, mood, etc. For most of the 
questions, you had four lines. Most of the time 
(in the beginning) I would answer and then show it 
to my father. I did that for about two months; 
then I bought myself another one that didn't have 
a layout and ever since I've been writing. At 
first only after school, I guess part of my 
homework or if something happened at school, but 
now every day two or three times a day. [7] 
About her journal writing now, she wrote this description: 
Now if I don't write or I happen to be too 
busy before I go to bed, I can't seem to sleep 
until I do. Most of the time I don't know who I'm 
talking to. If I'm mad at someone, I'm blowing 
off at them. If something exciting or even 
terrible has happened to me, I write to me, but 
most of the time I just write with no one in mind, 
just a way to get it out. I can't really say what 
I write about, sometimes a summary of my day, my 
feelings. If I am in the midst of a relationship, 
about that, crazy stuff, my girls, I guess I could 
say life. I write because it is hard for me to 
say a lot of things out loud, or to ease myself, 
to let me know how I think and feel is OK. [10] 
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Anne talked about the journal writing at some length in 
an early interview. (It occurs to me to say that what looks 
like a long monologue here is a little misleading. The 
"interview” occurred during a long leisurely walk with 
Anne's girls, who interrupted our conversation constantly. 
Anne carried the tape recorder and we persisted with our 
"interview" in spite of a crosscurrent of chatter about 
ducks and acorns and other sights along our route. What 
follows is actually a patching together of what Anne said 
that day about her journal.) "When I was growing up, 
expressing your feelings was hard. There was a lot of 
conflict at home, like between me and my stepmother, so part 
of the writing was just to relieve myself of things I 
couldn't talk about, like with her. But when I look back at 
what I have written, I see, Oh, well, that was OK; or I have 
a different perspective on it after I look back at it. Now 
I write all the time, mostly when I'm confused; I guess it's 
a way of talking to myself without looking like an idiot. 
Sometimes I don't look back at it until maybe the end of the 
week, and then I can say. Oh, well, maybe that's why that 
happened; or, Oh, now I understand how so-and-so felt about 
such-and-such. 
"I write a lot when I'm in groups because that way I 
can express how I feel without putting my views off on 
someone else as a narrow-minded person; then I can under¬ 
stand that this person was upset or tense about such-and- 
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such. I feel really naked at times without my journal, when 
there are things going on that I can’t express openly. My 
hardest thing is talking to other people, especially people 
that I don’t know or I'm not comfortable with. So my jour¬ 
nal is a way to escape that pressure. I feel more isolated 
without my journal. I guess it's like my conscience. I can 
write anything, everything, things that you don't normally 
say to people.” [38] 
Anne writes easily, almost too quickly I sometimes 
think as I puzzle over a letter with virtually no punctua¬ 
tion. Her letters to me are like her journal writing: the 
words just seem to flow out of her, as she says, "like 
water." She said to me in the course of the ambulatory 
interview referred to above: "When you talk, you can't 
always get the feelings out, but the pen is linked to your 
mind, your thoughts, and you don't have to say anything. It 
just flows, like water in a sense; it just goes easily when 
you write in a journal, and you don't have to worry about 
spelling or did I put the comma in the right place. It's 
just for you, and no one else is going to see it unless you 
want them to, and it just flows so evenly." [39] Another 
time she wrote. 
Writing for me is the most natural form of art 
there is. It is as if you were to turn on the 
faucet, turn your back, and soon you have a 
waterfall of amazing color. 
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Sometimes writing brings surprises, things you didn't know 
you knew or thought; then her writing can turn into a "river 
of the unknown." [39] 
The Uses of Writing 
She uses writing, then, for many purposes: to summarize 
events so she can look back later and understand their pur¬ 
pose and effect in her life, to get things off her mind that 
she wouldn't dare say to other people, to express feelings 
she is too shy to share, to blow off steam, to gain perspec¬ 
tive on events and interactions, to resolve tensions, to 
discover what she thinks and feels. She uses her journal 
collection, for she has saved volumes over the years, quite 
simply to find out who she is. Her experience in writing a 
self-description during the 1990 session of The Program 
demonstrates this use of writing. She had a hard time 
getting started, didn't know what to say about herself. So, 
"I asked a few of my closest friends and reread a couple of 
my journals to help me describe my characteristics." [3] 
She brought in some of her journals then and showed me 
the original, illustrated version of "Song to My Child," but 
she wouldn't let me get my hands on her books. It is 
interesting too that she did not participate in the dialogue 
journal writing in the 1990 session; she remained committed 
to her notion that journal writing is not to share, unless 
you particularly want to do so. I have just two samples 
from her journals, and they are not in fact representative. 
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Usually entries just flow along, she says, one into the next 
without an endpoint, but the two pieces she shared with me 
are shaped and purposeful. Here it seems to me she is using 
writing in what James Britton [1975] would call the mode of 
"spectator;M she seems to be standing back from and outside 
herself to observe and comment on herself. She is also 
experimenting with the sounds and effects of language for 
its own sake. These writings intend an aesthetic purpose. 
Unlike her ordinary journal entries, they seem to be written 
for someone else to hear, with a larger audience in mind. 
The fact that she shared them with me -- and one of them in 
fact with the whole group of her peers in The Program -- 
supports this notion of their origins and purpose; it 
suggests also that long before she began to voice such 
aspirations for her writing, she had considered uses for it 
beyond the purely personal and private. 
Anne wrote "Song to My Child” for her oldest daughter 
when she was just fourteen days old: 
Song to My Child 
Oh, how does it feel having me for a mother? 
Oh Little One 
Giving you what you need is easier said than done 
Cause when I do the crying 
There’s nobody trying to understand me. 
Hold still and let me put this on you, 
Or else you'll freeze before the night is through. 
Sometimes I long to be one of the girls again 
Having fun 
But somehow I seem in a different world 
From them 
Oh Little One 
I've got to bring you up 
and I don't want to let you down. 
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But there's two of us growing 
and one of us is going around in circles 
Oh Little One 
Hush now and try to shut your eyes, you know Mommy’s 
right by your side...Oh yes 
Oh Little One 
You're the one my little one 
Oh I love you my Little One. [14-15] 
Anne is expressing in this poem a sense of being overwhelmed 
by the task she has undertaken, which turns out (so often a 
startling discovery for these young women) to require a 
great deal more work and worry than she had anticipated. I 
also feel in it her tremendous loneliness, separated from 
"the girls" and anyone who might "understand." But writing 
for an audience, even one unknown in the future, mitigates 
the isolation, helps to nurture a resolve to see things 
through despite the odds. There may be two growing, but the 
one "going around in circles" has come a long way, it seems, 
in fourteen days of motherhood and is finding a little space 
for making a claim to strength. Like Elena in her poem to 
"Fear," she is using her writing to talk herself out of 
isolation and into a measure of courage. 
The other piece Anne described also as a poem. Its 
shape is quite different, but its purpose is similar: again 
she is wrestling with isolation and working on the question 
of how she connects to a world where people seem to have 
particular ideas about what is "normal" for whom. She is 
examining her subject position and arguing herself to peace 
of mind in the midst of anxious concerns and confusions in 
her life. 
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Crazy 
I used to think crazy meant a person was 
Screwed up. Nuts, Bonkers, Rubber Room here I 
come, and talking to invisible people who talk 
back, as he walks down the street. 
Now I've learned a new way of looking at 
Crazy. Crazy is unexplainable feelings. Crazy 
means your feelings aren't working right and 
haven't been for a long time. Crazy means your 
head is playing tricks on you, giving you (only 
you) false information about yourself and false 
fears that can't be lessened or relieved because 
they're not real. 
But one thing for sure: I know I'm not ready 
for the rubber room, or going screwy, and far from 
nuts. Maybe a little bonkers, but that's normal 
for someone who has three small children 
Ages 5, 3, and 1. [40] 
Anne has said that she worries too much and that she 
often worries about worrying. She is anxious sometimes 
about her girls, about whether she expects too much from 
them, puts too much pressure on them. She worries about 
being cut off, about the fact that she often actually enjoys 
being alone, about whether she has pushed too far in 
separating from her family. She is anxious about formless, 
nameless fears associated with living very close to the edge 
financially. Her writing helps give voice to all these 
concerns and so keep them at bay. She wrote to me in a 
letter one time about homelessness. She was very angry as 
she wrote, it was easy to see, and afraid. Her diatribe 
stood out from the rest of her letter by the use of 
different colored ink and a title; the writing galloped 
along, with very little punctuation, words flowing one after 
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the other so close and fast that it was extremely difficult 
to read. She has seen and approved the editing I did to 
make it easier to read. 
One of Anne's Pet Peeves 
I don't know if you remember or even heard 
what Lyn said the other day about a homeless woman 
that she and her girls had seen earlier in the 
week. She said, "They could change if they wanted 
to." Such an empty statement. At least I think 
so. Most of all, it was sad and sorry, if you 
know what I mean. 
A lot of people say, "They could change if 
they wanted to," but do those people -- or I for 
that matter -- know why a homeless person is 
"really" out there? I say no. Sure a small 
percent may be out there by choice, but a bigger 
and growing percent are out there because they 
have no other place to go. Let’s say if for some 
reason -- such as a rent raise or simply the house 
caught on fire -- I would be homeless. As it 
stands with my family, I would more than likely 
have to go to a shelter. 
I read the newspaper and watch the news and 
everything I can about the homeless. What I see 
is that a greater number of homeless are families, 
women with children, teen mothers, teenagers, and 
the working poor. Can you believe it: "working 
poor!" 
With the rate of unemployment, more and more 
middle class are becoming the working poor, and 
the working poor are becoming the poor. As for 
the poor, they become poorer, if that can happen. 
It's just that "could change" is so hard. The 
government isn't making a big effort, ya know, and 
it's not so much "would they," it is honestly 
"could they." How can you save enough for first 
month, last, and security deposit, if almost every 
cent you earn from your job goes for the basics 
and staying alive? (OK, leave out the drunks and 
drugusers.) If you have kids, there is less 
money. 
As for finding a home: not easy when 
buildings are just standing around adding more 
mice to the rafters. Apartments that landlords 
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abandoned are now boarded up. Why can't the state 
or city take them over and put the homeless there? 
Anyway, as you can see, Lyn's statement got me 
bent out of shape. [41-42] 
Here her writing provides a means for reflecting on the 
larger world, for making political statements, trying out 
positions on issues. And it is a comfort, an anchor against 
a multitude of fears, like a teddy bear11 by her side in 
the dark. 
"As things stand with my family." Another worry, one 
that is constantly hovering over her, is her family's 
discourse about what she ought to do with her life. At 
times they seem to gang up on her. Nomusa's father has 
periodically tried to get custody of his daughter; in 
January 1992, he was at it again, this time apparently 
seeking custody of all the girls, and he had enlisted the 
assistance of Anne's mother in arguing that Anne is not a 
"fit" mother. In my experience of her it seems 
unbelievable that anyone could attempt to make such a case, 
but that's another thing to worry about: that he could 
somehow succeed in taking her daughters away. Where does 
this discourse of the "fit mother" come from? Who decides? 
How is it that political machinery designed to protect 
children can at times be turned unjustly against their 
mothers?11 In Anne's case, it has a lot to do with common 
sense notions of normalcy; one of the arguments against her 
has been that she sees a psychotherapist regularly in her 
struggle with anxiety and depression. Somewhere outside of 
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Anne's life there are conversations going on that can 
destroy the tentative self-esteem and confidence she strives 
to sustain, discourses which intend to keep women like her 
weak and powerless, their insecurities internalized so that 
they participate in their own enslavement. 
Anne clings tenaciously to her small power to make 
decisions about her life and her children's lives: "I am 
strong-willed and determined to have things my way, when I 
want and how I want it," she wrote in her self-description 
for The Program in 1990. She is proud of her ability to go 
it on her own, "me against the world," despite the haunting, 
sometimes debilitating fears that are the source of often 
sleepless nights. It's pretty scary to be alone all the 
time, and it's very hard to learn how to ask for help. But 
there are ways of seeking and building community. 
Friends are important (see quotation from Anne’s 
writing above), and she has found some solace apparently in 
her correspondence with me. One of her early letters was 
written at 3 a.m. 
I've written in my journal and still haven't found 
much comfort, so I thought I would take you up on 
an offer we spoke about: write to a real person, 
so I said, OK, give it a try. 
We've been writing back and forth with some frequency for 
over two years now. Anne's writing in this way is like 
Lyn's phone calls to me. She wants to stay in touch with a 
discourse she likes to hear. She likes the voice 
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reiterating one way and other "you're OK," the voice 
encouraging her to stretch and look at new ideas. 
After she had read, in the first stage of this study, 
the story of her I had composed from her writings, my 
observations, and our conversations, Anne said that it had 
made her feel good; my interpretation of her strengths, my 
naming her as feminist, "a reader and writer of significance 
and power, a critic, an intellect," made her feel strong. 
Her family calls those traits "stuck-up"; they accuse her of 
reaching too high, having dreams that are crazy and inappro¬ 
priate. She is caught at the intersection of discourses, 
and sometimes I have worried that my presence in her life 
just made things harder for her. Is the pull of an 
alternative discourse too much to bear?*4 Maybe it would 
be easier just to let go of the contradictions, pay 
attention to the prescriptions of family and welfare system 
and social regulation. Maybe it is. better just to accept 
your "destiny." 
Community in Reading 
She herself, however, has sought connections and 
affirmation of self for a long time through her reading. 
Her use of reading emerged in my very first interview with 
her. She actually presented herself to me then as a non¬ 
reader; reading was hard for her because of dyslexia, which 
she described as the words jumping around on the page and 
going blurry. In the course of our conversation, however. 
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she revealed that it was school reading that she had the 
most trouble with, the kind of reading that required going 
back to check and remember things. Outside of school, she 
enjoyed two kinds of reading: she liked to rent foreign 
movies and challenge herself by reading the subtitles as 
they flashed on the TV screen; and she had liked to read 
novels and autobiographies, especially the work of Black 
women writers. She mentioned in our interview Alice 
Walker's The Color Purple, and I later found that her 
reading was fairly broad. 
Learning to read was not an easy task for her. She 
described the process when I asked her to write for me about 
her recollections of school. 
School was a funny thing for me. I guess I 
was the one out of ten who honestly liked school 
even though it was hard and a little unfriendly. 
I had two teachers I liked, or to be honest, 
loved: Mrs. Peterson in elementary school, and an 
English teacher in seventh grade who told all his 
students to call him Bob. 
Mrs. Peterson knew I hated to read, mostly 
because I had a hard time reading, but every day 
for two school years that lady with the long brown 
hair called on me to read no matter what. No 
matter how many mistakes, mispronounced words, or 
feelings of wanting to give up, I had to read a 
paragraph in front of the whole class. It was 
hell. But by the end of my second year in summer 
school, I could read and read damn good. Mrs. 
Peterson promised to teach me to swim if I read 
all the funnies from the Sundays news in front of 
my summer school class without one mistake. I 
learned how to swim that summer. [7-8] 
As for Bob, one thing that impressed Anne was that on 
the first day of class, he asked his students to tell him 
313 
why they hated English. Then he handed out a book they were 
going to read, Of Mice and Men. 
That year I learned that even books you have to 
read for school can be fun. Bob taught me to 
enjoy reading; so what if it seems like something 
you may not like to read -- you shouldn't judge a 
book by its cover. [8] 
She had been finding books to enjoy ever since, but her 
reading was private, a communication between the author and 
herself, a silent and isolated exchange. 
As I got to know her through her letters and occasional 
visits, I began to feel that Anne's tendency to deny her 
ethnicity or set it aside as unimportant in her sense of 
self was an issue she ought to address. One way that I 
pushed her in this regard was by bringing her to the college 
for various events involving students or speakers of color. 
Another way was by encouraging her to further reading. She 
had never read any of Toni Morrison's work, and I sent her 
at one point a copy of Morrison's Beloved. It's a very 
difficult book, and I worried afterward that perhaps I was 
asking too much to think Anne would enjoy it. She struggled 
with it, reporting to me periodically on the challenge of 
reading it; but she loved it, ''one of the strongest books 
I've read in a long time," and she now lists it as one of 
her all time favorites, for its mystery and for what she 
learned from it about the slavery days. She watched for an 
interview of Morrison on the Public Broadcasting channel and 
was delighted that the writer read some of Beloved aloud, 
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which "helped to put together parts of the book that I 
didn’t understand." [45] It seems to me that with the 
reading of that book, Anne "came out of the closet" as a 
reader. Previously it had been a part of herself that she 
publicly denied or played down; now she was presenting 
herself proudly as someone who reads, and she seemed to 
think of herself as a colleague of Morrison and others whose 
work she was enjoying. In a letter to me during the summer 
of 1991, she said, "I’m a little biased toward reading 
because in the last year and a half I’ve read more than I 
did the whole time I was in school." She was then seeking 
out books that were "political or feminist or heated" in 
their presentation of the world. 
A New View of Her Writing 
During the winter of 1989-90, perhaps because of our 
correspondence, Anne began to see her writing as a means of 
reaching out to make new kinds of connections with others. 
She was dreaming of writing books, like Morrison, like 
Walker. As she looked forward to the 1990 session of The 
Program, she anticipated a chance to experiment with that 
dream. In her presentation for our "Forum on Women," she 
tried out what it might feel like to be part of a community 
of authors. 
Working with Rochelle, she prepared a report focused on 
Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Dolores Kendrick, and Maya 
Angelou. She spoke of the sense of a shared history that 
315 
she had gained by reading works by Black women writers. She 
said that a ’’longing for freedom" had been the central theme 
in the works of these writers, that they had "found freedom 
through their writing" and were struggling by means of their 
writing to "set us all free." [47] For each individual 
writer, she had prepared a brief biography; then for each 
one, Rochelle -- or in the case of Alice Walker, Rochelle 
and Anne in a dialogue together -- read an excerpt from the 
writer's work. For the final segment of their presentation, 
Rochelle introduced a "new Black author, Anne Tonia 
Jackson!" and provided the same kind of biographical sketch 
that Anne had offered for the others. Anne then read her 
piece called "Crazy" quoted above, providing first the 
information that it had been written at 7:45 a.m., after an 
already full morning with her girls. 
This event of presenting herself to her peers as part 
of a group of professional writers was, I think, a ground- 
shifting experience for Anne. It can be read, first of all, 
as adopting a discourse community; she aligned herself, put 
herself in communicative exchange with, became one of, women 
who had struggled to set themselves free in words. It can 
also be seen as shifting her subject position relative to 
the other, extremely powerful. Black community in her life: 
her family. By imagining herself a famous writer, she takes 
her family's power from them and becomes someone they would 
want to acknowledge on her own terms. She has the power 
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now; she would be the one on TV, the commanding presence; 
and she would be for once and all in control of her life. 
Nobody would dare say she was "unfit." I don't imagine that 
she thought specifically in these terms, but the aura was 
there: Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, Dolores Kendrick, Maya 
Angelou, and Anne Tonia Jackson, fighting together for a 
better world, for freedom. 
Her preparation during the 1990 Program of two pieces 
to include in our books and share with her peers -- one 
about Isis and one her self-description -- was very 
different from her usual galloping approach to journal and 
letter writing. She was conscious of an audience and she 
worked very slowly. She ran out of time, in fact, for 
finishing the self-description to her satisfaction, and she 
was not happy with the way it went to press. Her self- 
consciousness about it was in large part, I suspect, due to 
the presentation it made of Anne as future author. She 
began by sharing her uncertainty in the project: 
I write excessively some may say, but I 
believe in order to become the best author that I 
can be, my writing twice a day and during trying 
times more, is normal and not extreme. Okay, so 
what's the problem with profiling myself? I find 
it hard; I can't seem to find the words. Great 
coming from a future author, wouldn't you say? [3] 
Writing constantly, caring about finding the right 
words, is. "normal" in the new discourse community that Anne 
was claiming. The search for what is "normal" drives all 
the women in this study more relentlessly even than the 
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search for a mate that Fantasia claims women are always 
engaged in. In fact, that eternal search for a mate is an 
aspect of the overriding search for normalcy, for the 
"normal" woman is expected to ease her loneliness, to seek 
her discourse community, by only one time-honored means: 
finding Mr. Right. Anne's is a story of profound resistance 
to that norm, and it illustrates the painful struggle to 
define one's self as not "crazy" that is necessarily an 
aspect of resistance. 
Anne's story illustrates rather effectively, I think, a 
poststructural perspective on self. Who she is has in very 
large measure been formed by response to people in her life; 
the "many faces of Anne" [3] are reflections of the multiple 
discourses of daughterhood and motherhood and being a woman 
that she hears from her family and others. But like Elena's 
"me for me" (a phrase Anne has also used), there is some¬ 
thing else, I think, some core of a private self perhaps, or 
some kernel of resistance or difference, that she seeks to 
discover or invent -- something apart even from her children 
that seems to seek expression or creation in her reading and 
writing. It's something she couldn't quite find in school 
because (I would suggest) there weren't enough Bob's in her 
life willing to look beyond misspelled words and punctuation 
failures. Whatever it is needs to talk with someone, needs 
to find its own discourse community that will understand and 
respond to an alternative way of being. 
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As Anne continues now to read and to write in her 
journal, she is looking for that discourse community, people 
she can actually talk to. In July 1991, she wrote to me 
suggesting that I put together a "Literary Group" of program 
graduates who could read books in common and meet to discuss 
them. After she had called recently with the sad news that 
she couldn't start the community college this spring after 
all, she wrote complaining of my silence: "I keep looking 
for a return letter from my fellow writer, but I haven't had 
one as yet. I hope you are not too busy or tired." As she 
seeks to console herself once again with reading and 
writing, she wants someone to hear her and respond. She 
needs to share this important part of her life and her self: 
"I really hate that my neighbor Elaine moved away because we 
traded a lot of books, and to be honest none of my friends 
read at all." 
I did respond (of course) and set her some projects: I 
asked her to read and comment on some pages from an early 
draft of Chapter 4 of this study, and I suggested she write 
an extended comment on something she has read. My notion 
was that if the welfare system won't support her need to 
take some developmental courses before she tackles a two- 
year program, maybe I could help her get through the 
necessary placement tests and into a terminal program. 
But I know I can't single-handedly be Anne's discourse 
community. I can't make up for what's missing or at fault 
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in our system, our society, our educational establishment. 
The stories here raise many questions about how we as a 
society respond to the needs of women in general, of poor 
women in particular, of bright and ambitious poor women, of 
bright, ambitious poor women with children. I am con¬ 
tinually amazed, as Denny Taylor and Catherine Dorsey-Gaines 
were in their study [1988], that these women can sustain 
such optimism about the future. Anne wrote about her 
daughters: 
I’m trying to teach them to be independent 
and believe in themselves and their own abilities 
and dreams. All three of them are bright and 
inquisitive, and as their mother I feel they need 
a lot of encouragement to achieve their dreams, 
whatever they want to do or become, whether it's 
sweeping streets or the first woman president. I 
worry though that, even though society and the 
role of women has changed, it hasn't come quite 
far enough to allow the young single Black woman 
to achieve the goal of semi- or total happiness. 
[49] 
Yet she keeps on believing that somehow things are gonna be 
different. I wonder what we can do to help her dreams come 
true. 
Comments and Findings 
About Writing and Community 
The Program has a time or two been disparaged on the 
grounds that we were working with the "cream of the crop." 
It’s true that the women who came were already taking a 
major step toward alternative discourse in finding the 
courage to come across the river from Mill town to a strange 
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and perhaps forbidding institution. But I think their 
experiences with us nonetheless suggest possible ways in 
which young women can work together to find "access to 
alternative discourse." 
"Working together" is key; that is, in fact, what the 
word community means in its Latin root. I see in this 
account of their writing several aspects of the word 
community which I will highlight here. Peter Elbow says 
that he has found in his students "a huge potential desire 
to be heard which the presence of an audience can awaken" 
[1990, p. 73; I have shifted his emphasis here from 
potential to desire!. Our students' pleasure in being heard 
-- both in speech and in writing -- is evident at several 
points through this chapter: for example, the importance to 
Anne of mailing her journal writing to someone, and the 
discovery that "you are not alone" by the high school 
students who wrote for their principal. Being heard as one 
speaks or writes of things she cares deeply about is a 
powerful experience, as the repeated incident of "birth 
stories" suggests. Indeed, all of the writings quoted from 
The Program context -- from the collaborative play in 1989 
that was "written" out loud to Elena's poems to Fantasia's 
essay on "Pain" and Cynthia's story of her mother -- are 
responding to the presence of audience. When someone is 
listening intently, we are strengthened to speak, and we 
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find words we didn't even know we had, new words sometimes, 
alternative discourse. 
But trust is crucial; the audience has to be -- 
initially at least -- one that will not make fun or belittle 
one's sense of what is important. Also crucial for the 
development of alternative discourse, as Pam Gilbert 
suggests [1991], is an environment which encourages 
challenging the status quo of gendered positions in genre 
and content, and the acquisition of "the necessary gendered 
history" that permits resistance to stereotypic views. I 
would submit that girls and women may at first have to 
practice alternative discourse by themselves, in a single 
sex environment -- as Miller suggests they may have to 
practice new ways of relating. An audience which shares 
similar problems and so is able to understand "where you are 
coming from," and some background knowledge of other women: 
these seem to be necessary elements for the exercise of new 
ways of speaking. 
Discovering alternative discourse may involve 
practicing new subject positions, as when Elena put herself 
in writing toe-to-toe with "fear," or when she looked at "El 
Titere" and saw he was a child whose power depended on her 
willingness to grant him power. It may involve experi¬ 
menting with resolve, as when Cynthia wrote to me about her 
determination to change things with Jose; or it may involve 
trying out a new aspect of relationship, as when Fantasia 
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wrote words of encouragement to Susie; or it may be the kind 
of assessing where things stand that is the focus of Anne's 
writing about her father. 
Testing out alternative discourse also may take on the 
aspect of building or summoning community through writing, 
as Fantasia did in her essay on pain, or Cynthia did in "A 
Woman's Life," or Anne did in "Song to My Child." It may 
involve exploring potential for community as in Cynthia's 
study of Dolores Prida or Elena's "writing" about Belle 
Skinner. In this, "personal" writing extends to more 
conventional academic purposes, as students feel a con¬ 
nection with figures in history or literature. 
Alternative discourse may at times involve speaking for 
a community -- as in Lyn's contribution to the 
col 1aboratively written play, and in a letter which our 
students prepared near the end of the 1991 session. I want 
to bring that letter in at this point because it is a 
powerful statement of resistance to society's positioning of 
teen mothers. It illustrates the principle of col 1ective 
energy to act that can develop within a group when power 
issues in relational dynamics have been laid bare. It 
serves as a kind of concluding declaration about what put 
these women where they were, what they learned about how to 
change where they are, and what their future use of 
alternative discourse may entail. 
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We had watched together a video presentation about teen 
pregnancy. It was filmed at The Center and Cynthia had been 
one of the students interviewed. We intended to watch it 
really "just because," but it stirred a tremendous hornet’s 
nest! Our students understood that the commentator intended 
to be "on their side," to draw attention to The Center as a 
noble enterprise and to the situation of teen mothers as 
difficult and deserving sympathetic support. But as the 
women watched the piece together, they became very angry 
about the ways in which the show host used language. The 
effect of his words, they saw, was to keep them right where 
they were: powerless victims of their own careless behavior. 
All the students that year (which included Cynthia and 
Fantasia) wrote letters to the commentator to try to show 
him the harm of his inadvertantly demeaning language. I put 
their letters together into a composite piece which all 
signed and which we mailed off to him. We never, I have to 
point out, received any reply. I quote here several 
paragraphs of that letter to suggest how writing may become 
a tool of defiance as well as resistance, in a collective 
effort actively to change assumptions and to challenge the 
distribution of power: 
It’s time that ’young mothers' stop being 
patronized or looked down on. We are people with 
hopes, dreams, and ideas. The only thing that 
separates us from the 'traditional teenagers' is 
that our hopes, dreams, and ideas go farther than 
for ourselves; they are for our children too. 
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You seem to think that teen mothers have no 
future, but let me tell you something: you only 
look at the bad things about us (for example, the 
high school dropout rate). Many of us stay in 
high school, and we have to work much, much harder 
than the 'traditional' students. We tend to our 
studies and our families. Instead of being 
praised for such difficult achievements, we are 
constantly being oppressed. Instead of putting us 
down, why don't you say the good things about us? 
We would like you to know that we don't like 
being on public assistance. But what choice do we 
have? Would you rather have us selling drugs, 
begging, or letting our children starve? While we 
finish our education, so we can get a job that 
pays enough to live on, we are taking care of our 
children. If you do the crime, you do the time is 
the way we look at it. Our children are a big 
part of our lives and we are proud of them. Maybe 
at first they were 'mistakes,' but we have taken 
responsibility for them and we are glad we have 
them. It's tough to raise our kids in a single 
parent environment, and it's time that somebody 
make a statement, the right way, about the sacri¬ 
fices we are making to make a better future for 
our kids. I'm a single mother with two children, 
and I'm not letting anybody get in the way of my 
kids’ future. 
I was especially offended by your phrase 
'children having children:' I do not consider 
myself a child. I am a young WOMAN! 
I am a woman. That is the significant piece of 
alternative discourse. Anya Peterson Royce [1982] has 
suggested that, though ethnicity is potentially mar¬ 
ginalizing, "ethnic identity" can be used as a political 
strategy. The same is true of gender. Women are victims of 
the subordinating effects of gender unless they find a way 
to use it as a unifying force in order to gain power. That 
is essentially what Wendy Hollway intends when she suggests 
that we can change subjectivity by positioning ourselves in 
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discourses "we produce together.” "I am a woman” is a cry 
of sisterhood that may be sounded when girls begin to see 
themselves as part both of an immediate group dedicated to 
mutual support, and of a larger band of women over time and 
space all struggling to "stand up straight" and "look head 
on" -- as Fantasia described the stance of a woman deter¬ 
mined to maintain her dignity in spite of "pain." But as 
her essay -- and all the stories here, especially perhaps 
Elena's -- implies, it is a constant struggle, because all 
around there are forces pulling the other way, forces 
impossible for any of us to resist alone. 
About the Poststructural "Self" 
I said at the close of the section on Anne above that 
there seems to be some inner piece of private self or 
resistance among the multiple subjectivities constructed by 
the many voices in our worlds; perhaps what I am looking for 
is the motivation for change, a spark that makes us not just 
"social dupes" [Hekman, 1991]. Maybe it’s enough to say 
that each of us is seeking power, as Hollway suggests, to 
defend our vulnerability; or maybe, as she implies and I 
suggested at the close of Chapter 4, we are searching for a 
space where the vulnerability can be safely revealed and 
comforted. But certainly if change is possible -- as 
poststructuralists insist that it is -- at that point where 
the social and the psychic intersect, there has to be 
something which provides the momentum. That seems evident 
to me in all of the writing and speaking I have reported 
here. 
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By way of concluding what I have said in this and the 
preceding chapter, I want to reiterate and expand somewhat 
the view of "self" which I touched on in Chapter 2. I like 
Hollway's account of metonymic and metaphoric axes, and I 
like what little I know of Kristeva’s theorization of the 
semiotic and the symbolic. I especially like Weedon’s view 
of subjectivity as process. Her description of how 
individuals may act in the context of multiple discourses 
seeking to construct subjectivity is particularly useful: 
As individuals we are not the mere objects of 
language but the sites of discursive struggle, a 
struggle which takes place in the consciousness of 
the individual .... The individual who has a 
memory and an already discursively constituted 
sense of identity may resist particular inter¬ 
pellations or produce new versions of meaning from 
the conflicts and contradictions between existing 
discourses. Knowledge of more than one discourse 
and the recognition that meaning is plural allows 
for a measure of choice on the part of the in¬ 
dividual and even where choice is not available, 
resistance is still possible, [p. 106] 
What makes particular sense in Weedon's account is the idea 
of something which I will call "self" able actively to read 
the effects of shaping discourses. In all of these 
accounts, I find the grounding of the self in language and 
in social interaction, as well as the notion that a means of 
resistance and change -- indeed of revolution in Kristeva’s 
theory -- exists. But I want a way of saying it that is 
little easier to get hold of; I want a redefinition of self 
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that is more broadly accessible, one that I could readily 
share with Anne and Elena and Cynthia. 
What I see as I have watched these women attempting new 
discourse positions is this: the self is a person’s "dis¬ 
cursive history," the cumulative building up of interactions 
around meaning that began at the first moment of life. Over 
the effects of interactions around meaning in a life each of 
us has both no control and some control -- or no choice and 
some choice. In childhood and adolescence, there may be 
very little control because parents and teachers are very 
powerful in shaping our discursive histories for us. In the 
"grown-up" years of our lives there is probably a balance of 
control/no control or choice/no choice: I can decide to 
watch television, but I can’t control what the ads blare at 
me. It is possible, however, to change one's discursive 
history or redirect it by making certain decisions about 
discourse community. Unlike the TV, people are potentially 
more predictable in what they are likely to say, in the 
sense that one can choose companions whose opinions are 
likely to be congruent with one's own. It is possible 
intentionally to situate one's self with people who will 
speak a language that is different from what one has always 
heard. Elena's situation suggests that sustaining a new 
discursive history may require the continual presence of the 
new discourse community; Anne's story, on the other hand, 
suggests that seeking a new discourse community may be a 
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relatively isolated experience with the community found in 
printed texts. Anne's story also makes clear what happens: 
a new definition of "normal" is sought, one that, though it 
may be unacceptable elsewhere, is approved by the new 
(sub)culture one has adopted, and one that, as Weedon 
suggests, may "address our interests more directly" [p. 33]. 
I am still, frankly, at sea about what sparks the urge 
to seek a new discourse community, about what motivates us 
to look for a new way to understand "normal." Perhaps it is 
enough to say that the continual (every day, every minute, 
with each new language interaction) accretion and adjustment 
of discursive history may trigger a shift at some point; 
perhaps it is necessary to say that what I have called "me 
for me" is constantly struggling for space, waiting for the 
right time and the right place. 
A reshaping of discursive history may, of course, just 
happen while you are doing something else: trying to get 
more education so you can get off welfare, for example. It 
could be said that school is about influencing discursive 
histories by layering on lots and lots of language events. 
Typically in school the hidden agenda has been "regulating 
society," and the language events of school have tended to 
reinforce discourses which support a particular politics, as 
Walkerdine's account outlines, the politics of a dominant 
society which intends to keep the distribution of power as 
it has always been. 
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What we did in The Program was to offer the possibility 
of a different politics. By highlighting for our students 
the fact that they were experiencing a new language -- that 
of a feminist community -- and by encouraging them to 
rehearse new positions in discourse through role play, 
conversation, and especially in writing, we were seeking to 
change history: both the discursive histories of our 
individual students and the future history of an unjust 
society. What happened to Cynthia between the time of her 
first journal entry in the summer of 1990 and the time she 
wrote "Life with an Addict" in the fall of 1991 was that she 
had gathered a new cumulative record of language experiences 
from which to speak and act, a new discursive history, hence 
a new self. The change occurs from moment to moment: the 
self is never fixed, but always in process, because as 
social beings we are always using and hearing and responding 
to language. 
Answering the Research Questions 
My purpose in this chapter has been to gather informa¬ 
tion that would respond to the third and fourth guiding 
questions outlined in Chapter 3: 3) What is the potential 
for transformation, for genuine life choice, in the 
development of an "alternative discourse?" 4) What role 
does literacy -- especially writing, but also reading and an 
enlarging capacity to "name the world" [Friere, 1970] -- 
seem to play in this development if and when it occurs? I 
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noted in Chapter 3 that I realized in the course of data 
analysis that the third question was inappropriately worded, 
since it would not be possible, even in three years, to 
witness "transformation." What I was looking for was 
evidence of "alternative discourse," signaled by a shifting 
perspective about what a woman's life could be or "ought" to 
be, particularly due to the effects of these women's 
experiences in The Program. As to question 4, I looked for 
evidence in their writing, but an "enlarging capacity to 
'name the world’" was the main thing, really, that was going 
on in The Program. Findings 2, 4, and 5 below address this 
fourth question. 
1) It seems to be possible for girls and women to 
develop or discover new ways of understanding what a woman's 
life "ought" to be and so begin to weigh decisions in their 
lives according to what seems right for them rather than 
according to social prescriptions of what being a "normal 
woman" entails. 
2) Access to alternative discourse about how a woman's 
life may be shaped seems to require some understanding of 
covert regulation, to the extent of seeing that "common 
sense" assumptions in heterosexual relations are in fact 
oppressive. The women in this study all were accustomed to 
the idea -- as Fantasia related in "Pain" -- that women are 
hurt in heterosexual interactions, emotionally or physically 
or both; in this expectation, they are assuming that women 
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must be to a large degree powerless in such relationships. 
Alternative discourses may begin with perceiving that 
powerlessness is oppression, and that oppression can be 
resisted. 
3) Arriving at such understandings appears to be a 
community event, born of trusting other women enough to 
share experiences of oppression and so to discover 
commonalities and connections. This implies that finding 
access to alternative discourse, certainly around gender 
issues, may more readily occur for women in a single-sex 
environment. 
4) The idea of a community of women may usefully extend 
beyond the immediate context to a larger women's community, 
over time and space. In this way, learning to say "I am a 
woman" has the potential for making gender a personal and 
political strategy in realigning relational power dynamics. 
5) All kind of language activities may become the site 
for practicing alternative discourse, for trying out new 
subject positions. Writing is particularly effective in 
this way; indeed, "empowering" women in the classroom may 
require the encouragement to use writing for precisely this 
purpose. 
6) It seems possible for classroom activities to touch 
students at the level of desire, to begin where they are, by 
talking about what they say they want, and move from there, 
pushing toward more traditionally "academic" content. But 
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even in this, it may be useful to keep the idea of desire in 
mind: that is to say, learning needs to engage feelings in 
order to be what I will call, in imitation of Peter Elbow, 
"real learning” [1986a]. I am thinking here of Cynthia's 
work on Prida, Elena’s on Belle Skinner, or Anne's 
exploration of Black writers, or on the other side of the 
equation, Fantasia's first in-school exploration of 
motherhood. In this way, girls and women may find the means 
of resolving the painful split that Walkerdine has described 
between the academic and the feminine. 
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Notes for Chapter 5 
1. The AAUW report [1992] underscores the frequent failure 
of cross-gender communication [pages 72-73], a point 
recently explored in depth by Deborah Tannen [1990]. 
2. An admissions officer at the college advised her to 
prepare for application by beginning her course of study at 
the community college, a safe entry route for "non-tradi- 
tional" students. Before she came to The Program, she had 
rejected utterly the notion of study at the community col¬ 
lege, but she is now enrolled there, carefully staying in 
touch with the admissions officer to make sure credits will 
be transferable. 
3. The fact that I have it provides an interesting perspec¬ 
tive on the way in which my case studies began after a time 
to participate actively in data collection. Fantasia photo¬ 
copied the letters that will be quoted specifically for 
their use in this study, and specifically as a sample of the 
ongoing, larger process of her correspondence with several 
students. 
4. This letter was not included as part of her case study, 
but is introduced here to provide background for the essay 
on "Pain” which follows. 
5. Some of my colleagues who have heard or read Cynthia's 
description of Prida have wondered: Didn’t she get it 
backwards in that last sentence? To use an expression among 
these women which indicates self-evident contradiction (the 
intonation of which cannot unfortunately be captured on 
paper): I don't think so. I think she meant just what she 
said. 
6. Cynthia's engagement with Prida is an example of what 
Belenky et al. [1986] describe as "connected learning." The 
recent AAUW study [1992] reiterates that approaches which 
encourage students to enter the experience of learning at a 
personal level in this way may be extremely important for 
girls' success in the classroom [p. 72]. That report also 
points to the dearth of female models in textbooks and other 
curricular materials, an absence which may contribute signi¬ 
ficantly, it is suggested, to girls' lower self-esteem in 
school [p. 67f.]. 
7. No copy exists because she wrote it while she was working 
in the financial aid office at the community college, left 
it there, and never retrieved it. 
8. See Jonsberg with Salgado [in press]. 
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9. It occurred to me as I wrote that phrase that something 
may be going on for Elena at a very deep level with regard 
to her mother. When she visited her mother last May, the 
older woman seemed so defeated and disspirited, Elena said. 
She had been burned in a fryolator fire and though her face 
was not permanently disfigured, her hands are badly scarred. 
Elena said that in moments of quiet her mother would look 
down at her hands in her lap and begin to weep. So it is 
that women who make a run for it eventually get punished. I 
know Elena wouldn’t say that, but I wonder if some version 
of this fancy isn't operating with Elena now. 
10. It is also an indication, I am forced to say, of how far 
short of "high school equivalency" a GED really is. Passing 
the exam actually signifies reading, writing, and math 
skills at a fairly basic level. The Director of The Center 
says it is more nearly equivalent to a tenth grade education 
in the American system than to a full high school course. 
Sadly, however, a full high school course does not always 
these days mean much expertise or breadth of knowledge. 
11. This metaphor is not idly chosen: Anne has a special 
affinity for teddy bears, and the little furry images are an 
important item in personal and household decoration. 
12. I am happy to report (April 1992) that things have 
worked out all right, but it was a difficult several months 
for Anne. 
13. I do not argue that children often really need such 
protection, but I would stress that word unjustly. 
14. I am much consoled by a letter just received from Anne 
in which she thanked me for a recent visit. She said: "I 
love when we get a chance to have face to face conversa¬ 
tions. Sometimes you are better than my therapist and most 
of my friends because no matter what we talk about, you 
always, without trying, give me another and different way of 
looking at things. A lot of times a better way.... Congra¬ 
tulations [on your doctorate] and thank you for being 
another strong woman to admire. I can put you on the list 
next to my grandmother and my mother." 
CHAPTER 6 
CHOICE AND CHANGE 
"It isn't over yet; things are still happening." 
Cynthia Smith 
In this final chapter, I will summarize what I have 
found in the stories of five young women by responding to 
each of my four research questions as they were revised in 
the course of data analysis. In so doing, I will review my 
responses to a poststructural view of subjectivity as they 
have evolved in the course of this work. The latter two 
sections of the chapter suggest implications for instruction 
and policy and propose several questions for further study. 
Answering the Research Questions 
About the Self 
My first question addressed the nature of self. In 
particular, I wondered if these stories would reveal a sense 
of multiple subjectivities defined largely by relationships 
with others, as poststructural theory suggests. In every 
case, the story of self was largely a story of interactions 
with others. The women's narratives often began with 
stories other people had told them. Lyn said that she had 
been told that her mother did not want a second child, that 
her father had forced her mother to get pregnant again "to 
make her life miserable" since he would not "let her give it 
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up." Anne's birth story is similar: she came too soon, in 
more ways than one, and her mother gave her away to her 
father when he remarried. 
Such stories as well as memories of childhood feelings 
challenged these women to shape who they were in order both 
to please and defy their parents. Lyn’s continuing desire 
for her mother's loving attention seems to affect behavior 
and events in her life. Anne's apparent wish to get back at 
her mother influences both her tender relationship with her 
own children (in which she seems to want to show how good a 
job of mothering she can do) and her determinedly inde¬ 
pendent stance. At the same time, Anne seems to be 
searching for how to restore, after all the "mistakes" she 
has made, the intimacy with her father she recalls so 
fondly. Elena’s sense that "something was missing" in her 
childhood seems to inspire her own gentle mothering 
(including that so important reading to Miranda) as well as 
her always nagging need to be needed. Fantasia's model of a 
mother who is also best friend, the friend she fought to 
protect from unwarranted abuse, may be the inspiration 
behind the bold confidence of which she is so proud. For 
each of the women here, parents, especially her mother, as 
they are and as they are remembered from childhood, shape 
various aspects of "self" by virtue of both imitation and 
resistance. 
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Besides parents, there are others who have an effect on 
who-I-am for all of the women. For Cynthia, her sister was 
a wall to push against, a symbol of always having to share 
that she said inspired her desire for a baby. With Jose, 
who made her feel ’’special" and who eased her fears of the 
outside world, Cynthia had long been the devoted "wife" -- 
until she began to discover other aspects of her self in the 
context of The Program and in her writing. For Fantasia, 
"others" included peers in school, the smart ones and the 
ones more "of her kind." Even perhaps by third grade, when 
she was best speller, she had learned how to shape and 
reshape herself, charnel eon-1ike, as she moved from group to 
group. Fantasia has made it a habit to disguise her 
feelings, especially in an academic setting, to be careful 
about revealing the gentler, more sensitive self hidden 
behind her "boldness." Anne also fashioned a self to please 
her peers, as she turned from the child who did everything 
right to a "rebellious teenager." Who she was with George 
was yet another Anne, and she has adjusted herself for each 
of the men who entered her life. All of these women have 
struggled as well with who-I-am in relation to the culture 
of class and ethnicity which they inherited. In this aspect 
of their lives, they are all aware of generational dis- 
junctures, and they wrestle with the kinds of issues that 
Elena summarized in describing herself as "Puerto Rican- 
American. 
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They are conscious of these multiple and sometimes 
contradictory aspects of who they are. Anne referred 
explicitly to her "many faces," to the different versions of 
herself that she tried to sort out when she wrote her self- 
portrait in the 1990 session of The Program. Elena is aware 
of being both like and not like her mother, and she knows 
that she turns on and off the different sets of voices in 
her life as she shifts who she explicitly is at any time: 
daughter, mother, lover, student. Fantasia knows very 
clearly that she is acting out different roles or aspects of 
herself as she changes her language and her presentation of 
self depending on her audience. All of the women, it might 
be said, to a degree shaped a self for me as friend and 
researcher: I always have a sense of this especially with 
Anne, who takes on so completely her self of reader and 
writer when we are together. I recall her affirmation at 
one point that what she was saying was "not just for the 
paper or for you" but real 1y what she felt. 
Besides the selves formed in response to others, 
however, each of these women seems to be striving for what 
Elena calls "me for me" or what Fantasia describes as "being 
her own woman.” In this, they seem to want not so much 
autonomy, but an acknowledgement of and respect for their 
dignity as individuals. In the struggles of these women to 
find a space that is all one's own, it appears that self is 
no more entirely constituted by social forces than it is 
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entirely auto-generated. There is a tension between "me" 
and others. Though "me for me” may be a kind of response to 
discourses which enjoin us, for example, to the value of 
"standing up for ourselves," I don’t think -- as I said in 
Chapter 5 -- that is what is going on here. Rather "me for 
me" seems to accord with Weedon's descriptions [1987] of the 
somewhat mysterious impetus for change in one's life. 
(I say "mysterious" because Weedon never really defines 
where it comes from but repeatedly remarks on its exis¬ 
tence.) I would recall in this context a passage [p. 106] 
which I quoted toward the end of Chapter 5: she speaks of 
the individual "who has a memory and an already discursively 
constituted sense of identity" able to choose among dis¬ 
courses or at least resist. At another point [p. 125], she 
refers to an individual as "a thinking, feeling subject and 
social agent," "able to reflect" and "able to choose." 
This to me suggests what I see in these women as "me for me" 
or "being my own woman." There is something there, some 
personhood that wants to feel a sense of freedom, some space 
of its own perhaps, a permission to choose among discourses 
or to push them all away and invent new ones (which Weedon 
also suggests is possible). 
I would propose that shaping the self includes both a 
more-or-less passive (Weedon actually suggests that hearing 
discourses is never entirely passive) receiving of messages 
from outside and an active responding to them, which may 
340 
involve either bending to them or resisting -- or a com¬ 
bination of both, several things going on at once at both 
conscious and unconscious levels, in what Weedon and Walker- 
dine repeatedly refer to as a "struggle" or a "battle" for 
one's subjectivity, a battle in which both outer and inner 
forces are engaged. I think here, for example, of Anne's 
interactions with her father, in which she wants so much to 
please him but at the same time wants his respect for her 
determination to do things her own way; it is this conflict 
which seems to inspire her to antagonize him when they are 
together. 
I would say that self appears to be not one or many, 
but one and many, something that responds and the effects of 
multiple responses. Wendy Hollway describes this paradox in 
terms of shifting intersections of the social and the per¬ 
sonal in the negotiation of meaning; individuals bring to 
every interaction understandings on the metaphoric axis 
which are "unique to each person, because at every point in 
their history, meanings have been invested by desire" [1989, 
p. 84]. The metaphoric axis is a single point of inter¬ 
action and the cumulative history of interactions, one and 
many. How response is shaped at a particular intersection 
of the social and the personal involves what one wants. So 
it is that understanding the configuration and operations of 
the self, then, requires understanding the sources of 
desire, and I will return to the issue of self after noting 
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my findings with regard to the second guiding question of my 
study. 
About Desire 
My second guiding question concerned the nature of 
desire. All of the five women who participated in this 
study have devoted a great deal of energy to finding "true 
love"; their frequently reiterated wish for someone who 
would reliably "be there" for them seemed to have only one 
acceptable solution: finding the right man. Is this drive 
to find a mate, I wondered, a biological given, a "natural" 
aspect of being female that cannot be resisted? Or is it 
perhaps constructed somehow by outside influences, by 
discourses which teach a definition of femininity and insist 
on a particular model of what is "normal"? 
For each of these women, the primary model for what a 
woman "ought" to be was her mother. Each of them saw that 
the search for a loving and supportive heterosexual rela¬ 
tionship was central to a woman’s life, despite the 
potential in such a relationship for unhappiness and even 
physical pain. For Lyn’s mother and for Cynthia's, the 
endless search for Mr. Right entailed connections to one man 
after another. For Fantasia's mother, there was a memory of 
"her Romeo," who would have been the one -- she thought -- 
if she had only been attentive at the right time. For 
Anne's and for Elena's mothers, there had been one man, who 
turned out to be the wrong man; we do not know their further 
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stories, whether new liaisons have been attempted or whether 
they have settled on being alone, as Cynthia’s mother 
finally did. 
Conversations as our students came together each year 
when The Program began illustrate the way this central goal 
is encouraged by peer interaction. Talk about guys was a 
way of connecting to each other for the women, the one sure 
topic of common interest. It was also a means of jostling 
for position, so to speak, for staking out the ground of 
self-esteem within the group. The language of the group in 
these conversations was often explicitly homophobic, as if 
the way to demonstrate one's normalcy as a female was to 
make the commitment to heterosexuality abundantly clear. 
One of the women commented during our first year in The 
Program: ’’We've been taught to compete with each other for 
men." Popular culture powerfully and persuasively supports 
this competition and affirms the sense of an indisputable 
"right" goal for women. I do not address the role of 
popular culture directly or at any length in this paper, but 
clearly, entertainment media and advertising constantly 
reinforce what women learn from their mothers and their 
peers. As Weedon notes [1987], the "assumption that a 
stable heterosexual relationship is necessary to a happy or 
contented life" [p. 103] must be continually reiterated by 
forces battling for imposition of the dominant discourse. 
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What I see is that the heterosexual imperative becomes 
ultimately a means of discouraging close friendships among 
women, a way of keeping them apart from each other. Each 
year the women in The Program had to 1 earn to trust each 
other, and each year there were a few who never really 
overcame an essential suspicion. Division such as this, 
when people who are alike are prevented by discourses of 
what is "normal" from connecting with each other, is a 
mechanism of oppression, as Paul Willis has pointed out 
[1977] and Valerie Walkerdine has reiterated [1986b]. 
Forces intending to maintain the status quo sustain such 
divisions because, when those who are oppressed begin to 
share stories of frustration and pain, a potential for 
collective resistance may emerge that can subvert the 
machinery of social regulation. Weedon [1987], Hollway 
[1989], Jean Baker Miller [1982], and Surrey [1987], among 
others, reiterate the subversive effects of women coming 
together to share their experiences. A burst of anger 
resulting from understanding their common oppression 
occurred in the 1991 session of The Program as participants 
prepared their collaborative letter to the insensitive 
television commentator. 
When one begins to understand the supposedly ’’natural" 
desire of women for a male partner, for nest and family, as 
socially constructed rather than biologically necessary, a 
root cause for teen pregnancy emerges that is not to my 
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knowledge ever suggested in the literature on this 
"problem.” Namely, a sexist social agenda which intends for 
women to focus on their reproductive capacities in order 
that the world of productive work may be reserved for men. 
The bottom line is that if preventing teen pregnancy is 
truly a national goal, systemic correction (primary 
prevention) requires eradicating sexism and heterosexism in 
our society. This is, to say the least, no small task. 
Indeed, the absence in the literature of references to 
sexism as an issue in teen pregnancy shows how deeply 
embedded in the fibre of our society are "common sense" 
assumptions about "what girls want." 
I am by no means trying to argue here that a desire for 
heterosexual interaction is inappropriate or abnormal. What 
I do see is a form of oppression which depends on the 
acquiescence of girls and women to the notion that without 
men they are "almost nothing," to adapt Jean Baker Miller's 
phrase (see Chapter 2). The stories here express a common 
desire for connection to others, both in the way the selves 
of these women are shaped in response to those around them 
and in their often reiterated wish for someone who would 
reliably "be there" for them. They all express as well -- 
most poignantly perhaps Elena -- a fear of loneliness. They 
have all known isolation and struggled to escape it, even 
going so far in Cynthia's case as to attempt suicide.^ In 
the context of fears that accost them when they feel 
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profoundly alone -- see especially, for example, Anne's 
"Song to My Child" -- they want comfort and support. But 
they have learned there is a very narrow path for satisfying 
this desire: they have been taught that finding their 
"prince" is the one socially acceptable way to secure the 
support they crave. 
They are therefore deterred both from friendships with 
other women and from "making friends with themselves."3 
That latter notion suggests that there is a sense in which 
they are afraid of "me for me." A woman who tries to be 
"her own woman" -- as Fantasia did in her relationship with 
Dante -- gets punished somehow, by the "pain" of a "broken 
heart" or by the pain of isolation (Anne’s "me against the 
world"). So it is that a woman is thrown back repeatedly 
(as Elena has been) on the hetero-sexual imperative, to the 
"endless search" for a rela-tionship that will both support 
and liberate. There aren't very many "lucky ones," as 
Fantasia points out in her writing, who can find the right 
Mr. Right, partly because perhaps there are not very many of 
them out there -- as Fantasia's comment that "all men are 
scum" suggests. Social regulation operates on men as well 
as women, makes them in fact the tool that discourages women 
from finding "me for me." Fantasia was OK with Dante for a 
while, but eventually he resisted her persistent drive to be 
"her own woman"; for he had learned that that's just not the 
way women are "supposed" to be. Social regulation seems to 
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enforce women’s acquiescence to a solely reproductive role. 
In this sense then, teen mothers are doing exactly what they 
are supposed to do when they have babies "before their 
time."* 
In this context, the struggle to define one's self 
becomes a struggle with competing desires: for comfort, for 
"me," for the perception of self as "normal" in a definition 
of normal entirely outside one's own invention. On 
reflection, I think that both Hollway and I may be wrong 
about the "motive for the negotiation of power in rela¬ 
tions." She suggested that it was a drive to gain enough 
power to protect one's vulnerable self (see Chapter 2 
above). I suggested that it may be rather the desire to 
share one's vulnerability (see Chapter 4 above). But 
neither of these accounts of motivation reflect sufficiently 
the tensions among several targets of desire, the aspects of 
multiplicity on both the metonymic and metaphoric axes; and 
neither gives sufficient space for change to occur nor 
defines how it may happen. Searching out a possible key to 
change was my objective in Chapter 5. 
About the Development of "Alternative Discourses" 
My third research question concerned whether it is 
possible for women to achieve a measure of choice in their 
lives by access to alternative discourses about what a 
woman's life "ought" to be. In essence, I was interested in 
whether or not what we did in The Program had any effect for 
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the women who attended. My fourth question, about the role 
of literacy, especially writing, in the development of 
alternative discourse, was to a degree subsumed into the 
third, because the evidence of changing perspectives was 
found primarily in writing by the five women. 
The fact that these five women came to The Program at 
all suggests that something outside of my knowledge of them 
had already set the stage for seeking an "alternative 
discourse." A very important factor for all of them, I feel 
sure, was the model that they each had of a mother who had 
at some point made a break "for freedom." Fantasia’s mother 
was most explicit in this, recalling her own escape and 
speaking to her daughters often about the fact that "women 
today don't need to wait for someone to tell them what to 
do." Cynthia didn't discover her mother's reasons for being 
content to be alone until she wrote about her life in the 
1991 session of The Program, and Lyn certainly didn't 
witness her mother's breaking away when she was pregnant the 
second time. Anne and Elena are still angry about their 
mothers' failure to be "good enough," in Valerie 
Walkerdine's term, but their mothers too in their way and in 
their time shifted direction abruptly. For every one of 
these five women, there was a shadow in the background of 
their lives that suggested a woman had some right to a space 
or personhood that was all her own. 
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All of the five women here had gone back to school 
somewhere else before they came to The Program, four of them 
to The Center, and Fantasia to the high school. They knew 
that more education somehow held the key to changing their 
lives, and they wanted change. In their often repeated 
statement of a common goal, they wanted to ’’get off welfare 
forever"; they knew that a "good job" was the way to do 
that, and the way to a good job was school. This they had 
been taught, somewhere, somehow. But they also had learned 
through hard experience that school in the traditional model 
was not a very comfortable place. They came to The Program 
on the bold chance, I suspect, that they might find some 
different approach to schooling, some way to feel stronger 
in the educational process. Or perhaps they only came 
because they thought it would be fun, for we had stressed 
that magic word in our recruitment conversations. 
We did have a lot of fun -- just us girls together. 
That was important in The Program: that it was "just us 
girls." The single-sex environment made it possible to 
raise issues about relationships, about power and 
powerlessness, that would not have been so easily addressed 
in a mixed gender setting. We stressed, in all the aspects 
of our curriculum, both parts of the phrase "community of 
women": the obligation to mutual support which the word 
community implies, and the political overtone that can be 
read into the word women. A line from Fantasia's poem about 
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herself, written at the end of her second summer in The 
Program, implies our central goal in all we said and did: "I 
am a woman that has her own crisis and is not afraid to ask 
for help." As I suggested in Chapter 5, "I am a woman" is a 
way of speaking that Fantasia learned in her summers in The 
Program; "not afraid to ask for help" was a way of being 
that had become possible for her as she discovered what it 
felt like really to trust other women. 
This reference to Fantasia's story begins to sketch out 
what I take alternative discourse to be in the realm of 
feminist practice: first, a way of finding support that 
resists letting the heterosexual imperative provide the only 
answer. Further, alternative discourse may be said to 
offer, as Weedon [1987] suggests, a way "to transform the 
meaning of experience by bringing a different set of 
assumptions to bear on it" [p. 85]. Suggesting a different 
set of assumptions in understanding heterosexual experience 
was a constant subtext in The Program, and what emerged is 
their writing often was exactly the kind of transformation 
that Weedon suggests may be possible. Such a change is 
evident particularly in Fantasia's essay on "Pain" and 
Cynthia's "Life with an Addict." Though such explicit 
reassignments of meaning may be only one evidence of the 
development of alternative discourses, as my reiteration 
below of the kinds of topics the women addressed in their 
writing suggests, surely the notion of a new conceptual 
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ground for making sense of experience is the central element 
in all inventions of discourses which resist the hegemonic. 
Gaining access to alternative discourse seems to 
require the presence of a like-minded community. If one 
wants to change one’s life, to alter the sense of 
helplessness or lack of choice that one may feel, one 
(consciously or unconsciously) looks for a new discourse 
community, for folks who can verify and support a way of 
being that is out of the "norm.” Certainly for each of the 
women here, experience of a different kind of community 
brought about some change. In the discourse community of 
The Program, there was an explicitly feminist agenda: the 
women heard voices suggesting that there might be some way 
to reshape heterosexual relational dynamics, that a woman 
could be strong and that she had some right to do what felt 
good just for her. And as they heard the voices, they began 
to experiment with how alternative discourse might sound for 
them. Even Lyn, who did not come back a second summer and 
whose shift of direction is not recorded in writing, was 
supported by something in her decision to let Harold go for 
once and all; I would suggest that the something may have 
been what she heard in The Program. For all her 
difficulties and resistance there, at some level she was 
1istening. 
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Writing to Practice "A1ternative Discourse” 
Given a community which supports the search for an 
alternative discourse, a second requirement seems to be some 
way to practice how it might work in an individual life. 
Writing appears to be a particularly useful medium for this 
purpose, for discovering and rehearsing new subject posi¬ 
tions. I enumerated at the close of Chapter 5 the various 
ways in which writing may become a site for finding and 
trying out new ways of looking at the world. It may involve 
playing with a shift in power dynamics, as when Elena's poem 
turned the "hood” into a vulnerable child. It may involve 
testing out resolve, as when Cynthia outlined her plans for 
the future in the response to my story of her. It may 
involve trying on a new aspect of self, as when Fantasia 
became the gentle mentor for Susie. It may involve a kind 
of summoning of allies, as when Fantasia wrote about pain or 
when Lyn spoke briefly on behalf of today’s young mothers. 
It may involve simply reflecting on how one feels, as when 
Anne considered her situation with a fourteen-day-old baby. 
It may involve giving expression to defiance and anger, as 
when Anne wrote about homelessness and when the 1991 group 
wrote to the TV commentator. 
Community and practice: the two apparent requirements 
for the development of an alternative discourse in hetero¬ 
sexual interaction circle back on each other. Community 
provides on the one hand inspiration or permission to 
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experiment with new subject positions, in the sense of what 
Pam Gilbert [1991] has called "the necessary gendered 
history." One needs to know that other women have tried 
this before -- Belle Skinner, Dolores Prida, Alice Walker, 
even (perhaps especially) "my mother." And practice needs 
an audience which can be trusted and expected to understand, 
other women, for instance, who have experienced pain when 
Mr. Right turns out to be Mr. Wrong. Writing just for one's 
self can be strengthening -- as when Anne writes in her 
journal or Elena writes poems that she may or may not share 
or Fantasia looks for answers that "smack you in the face." 
But writing for an audience, for sharing in a discourse 
community of those who will honor a perhaps "peculiar" 
definition of "normal," potentially enlarges the efficacy of 
writing so that it may indeed yield eventually what my 
original third question had hoped I might see: trans¬ 
formation in a life. 
To put the effects of writing back into the framework 
of women’s historical search for access to the symbolic 
realm (see Chapter 2), I would borrow from Weedon's inter¬ 
rogation of feminist critical practice: 
...power is invested in and exercised through her 
who speaks. Given the long history of the 
patriarchal silencing of women, it is crucial that 
women speak out for ourselves and occupy resistant 
subject positions while men work to deconstruct 
masculinity and its part in the exercising of 
patriarchal power, [p. 173] 
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The latter part of Weedon's hope for change is addressed in 
this study only obliquely, but it is an important issue and 
one which I raise below as subject for further research. 
What Is "Self" Anyway? 
It was this vision of how change may occur that 
reinforced for me Gilbert's and Weedon's (and Kristeva's) 
formulation of self as "discursive history." Power and 
desire are the constant subtexts in all the business of our 
lives: oppressive power inscribed on assumptions about how 
we "ought" to relate to each other; power built into a word 
like empowerment that seems to assume we want some space all 
our own; desire that seems to be a basic wish for connection 
to others, an antidote to loneliness; desire that is con¬ 
structed by social forces seeking to define who we "ought" 
to want connection with. Al1 of these are always present, I 
submit, in every "signifying act," to borrow a term from 
semiotics -- so that I can include finally not just language 
interactions but every kind of meaning-making negotiation. 
"Discursive history" includes all kinds of events in our 
lives from which we take some kind of message: we can dance 
as well as speak and write our discursive histories, as 
Rochelle reminded us daily in The Program. 
"Self" emerges in the process of acting out the 
competing subtexts of power and desire. Self is not fixed, 
is not an entity, is not even a complex of subjectivities. 
It is a process, always on the move, always ready to change 
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direction, from moment to moment -- which is not to say that 
it's just a mushy nothing. It is resilient and resistant; 
it pushes back at any moment, because of all the particular 
and unique-to-itself moments that have gone before in an 
individual life. Changes of direction -- access to 
alternative discourses -- seem to occur by virtue of opening 
one's awareness, intentionally or unintentionally, to a 
different kind of discourse community than what one has 
known before in one's life. 
At that point, when a new vision of the possible 
emerges, one can move beyond the "illusion of choice" to a 
ground for action that may permit "real" choice, if such 
exists. For women and for all who act out their lives in 
unconscious obedience to practices of social regulation, 
what may be key is confrontation with the deep roots of 
oppression, understanding why we want what we seem to want, 
who wants us to want it, and why. Most importantly, change 
may involve discovering that there are others in the same 
situation, struggling with the same issues, feeling abnormal 
in a world that has such definite ideas about what is 
"normal." Oppression relies on isolation and is confounded 
by community. 
I have to say, however, in closing this section, that 
it doesn't always work, any of it. Cynthia's story, 
appended here, refers to two students we had difficulty in 
bringing into the group and eventually lost for one reason 
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or another. There were more than two, especially in the 
second summer when we started out with what I think now was 
far too large a group of women. Our discourse was perhaps 
too surprising for some, too radical a shift in perspective 
for them to tolerate or take in; or the other discourses in 
their lives were so loud that ours could not be clearly or 
usefully heard. The time in their particular discursive 
histories was not ripe for change perhaps. It doesn't 
always last, moreover, as Elena's story shows; shifting 
power can invite its being shifted back again, and 
resistance can be overwhelmed or undermined. But I like to 
remember what Jeane Anastas said to me when I was telling 
her about The Program after its first summer, lamenting as I 
did so that maybe it hadn't really had much effect for some 
of our students: "The seeds you have planted," she said, 
"may sprout only years from now, and you'll never know about 
it, but you have to believe that they did hear, at some 
t 
level, and that the experience will have made a difference 
for them." 
Implications for Instruction and Policy 
People to "Be There" 
The most obvious thing, to me, about school that 
emerges in the stories of the five women here is a need to 
acknowledge and address the fear that they all felt when 
they entered junior high and high school. A very 
356 
simplistic, but absolutely essential, response to this, it 
seems to me, is to increase the numbers of people available 
to students in our schools, professionals and parapro- 
fessionals, even indeed amateurs -- like Elena and Fantasia, 
whose presence in the middle school was so important for 
some of the youngsters there. Students need people they can 
turn to, people who will "be there" for them, as all of 
these women so poignantly repeat. Reductions in school 
personnel, so often in these cost-conscious days the 
readiest solution to budgetary problems, are extremely 
hurtful for our young people. The teachers who remain in 
place are under enormous stress, and support for youngsters 
who are afraid and confused disappears entirely. 
Reconstructing the Idea of "Self" 
Beyond this essential response to concerns about school 
raised here, I would call attention to a more complex source 
of distress in the educational process, which involves the 
deep substructure of assumptions from which we operate. The 
"common sense" theory of self which underlies all our prac¬ 
tices in the classroom is not, I submit, the "Truth," but a 
construction, an idea shaped by the time and circumstances 
of its invention. It is in fact a seventeenth century 
conception, formed as a mechanistic world view of cause and 
effect replaced an animistic perception of complex inter¬ 
relationships. The time has come -- indeed it is long 
overdue -- for reexamining this basis assumption, even as 
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the science in which it is grounded begins to look again at 
its premises for describing how things work [Merchant, 
1990]. 
Our inherited model is that everyone has a self, an 
inner being entirely under individual control. Even our 
attempts to provide ’’freedom of expression” in personal 
writing, as Pam Gilbert has pointed out [1989, 1991], are 
constrained by assumptions of a static and unitary self 
waiting to be ’’discovered’’ or "let out." From these 
assumptions, various effects follow: most importantly, a 
focus almost exclusively on the cognitive, a sense that 
feelings are important only in such activities as expressive 
writing; and a confidence that competition is motivation 
enough because of our expectation that everyone wants to be 
a winner coupled with our conviction that everyone can be a 
winner if only he will "apply himself." 
But girls have been taught not to want to be winners. 
They have learned to shape who-they-are with very little 
thought of self and a great deal of attention to others. 
The women in this study all experience themselves as more 
than one, more than a single constant and consistent self. 
Actions and reactions in their lives are shaped in response 
to different human influences around them. How much power 
they have, how confident and good about themselves they 
feel, shifts according to the people they are with. The 
influence of the people they are with was most notable in 
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the story of Elena, who could find enormous courage to 
"fight fear” when she was supported by a community of women, 
both at The Center and in The Program, a courage that 
largely vanished when she was on her own. 
In this context of potentially contradictory sub¬ 
jectivities, these women struggled to understand themselves 
as "normal" in a school world that acknowledged neither the 
complexity of their selves nor their feminine desires. As 
they have searched to define what is "right" in their lives, 
they have been led to seek new definitions of "normal," 
which may mean seeking out a new "discourse community" -- as 
we have seen particularly with Anne’s search for colleagues 
through her reading. They seem in this to yearn for con¬ 
nection, but they are struggling as well for some private 
space, for the freedom to find and sustain what Elena and 
Anne both referred to as "me for me." If they are to find 
school a comfortable place to be, so that they want to stay 
there, this complexity -- and the potential for change -- 
needs to be acknowledged by a new "common sense" definition 
that understands self as process. 
We have tended to pigeon-hole students largely 
according to various test-generated information in a way 
that locks them into prescribed expectations; our practices 
seem at times actually to inhibit the very growth we say we 
mean to encourage. This tendency is based on our under¬ 
standing of self as essentially fixed at an early stage of 
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development. If we view the self instead as plastic, then 
we constantly expect change; we can anticipate that growth 
will occur from moment to moment, in ways that will always 
surprise and frequently delight us. By this different view 
of the self, we will be led to see our role as teachers as 
opening opportunities for a variety of alternative dis¬ 
courses, rather than as trying to cram information into 
resistant little heads. 
Classroom as Discourse Community 
Learning is a social process: this is a truism in 
pedagogy based on sociolinguistic theory, but I would 
suggest that the stories here offer new grounds for applying 
this guide for classroom structure. The fear that comes of 
feeling terribly alone and indeed abnormal which these five 
women reiterate in their remarks about school suggests a 
somewhat different reason for thinking of classrooms as 
communities, in which our goal is to encourage not com¬ 
petition but cooperation, not independence but inter¬ 
dependence. By supporting the "natural" instinct for social 
interaction in a classroom community which takes, as we did 
in The Program, connection rather than content as its 
primary curriculum, teachers can encourage students to 
search out ways of "being there" for each other, to help and 
support each other in the difficult process of growing up, 
and so to engage with each other in the business of learning 
what needs to be learned. Such a schooling process, founded 
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on acknowledgement of the profound human need for connection 
and the debilitating human vulnerability to fear, could 
reach students in fact at the level of desire, could bring 
into being a classroom where students truly want to be. 
In such a classroom, students would learn that there 
are many definitions of "normal” and would learn to honor 
and delight in the variety of human differences. There 
would be space in such a classroom for many different kinds 
of "me for me," all equally valid, all equally worthy of 
respect. The discourse community of such a classroom would 
permit the presence of various "subcultures," and students 
might connect at several points with several subgroups -- a 
girl might, for example, need to spend time with other 
girls, involved in matters of specific concern to her 
feminine self, and to spend time as well with mixed gender 
groups focused on academic topics of common interest. 
Equity for Girls in School 
Regarding specifically the girls in our classrooms, I 
think we need to be aware of the ways in which traditional 
academic and feminine agendas are contradictory, and we need 
to acknowledge the fact that school has participated in 
sexist discourses which intend oppression. The whole 
question of equity for girls in our educational system has 
been raised anew by the February 1992 release of the AAUW 
report entitled How Schools Shortchange Girls. The 
conclusions of that study echo at numerous points ideas 
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suggested in this study, as I have noted repeatedly by 
endnote references. Most importantly, these include: the 
need for discussion in a school setting of issues related to 
sexism and heterosexism in society, the effects of a sexist 
curriculum which offers far too few models of feminine 
achievement, and the value of a single-sex environment for 
girls, at least part of the time or for a period of time. 
The kinds of conversations we had in The Program about 
relationships might have occurred as well in a mixed gender 
setting, and it is true that boys and men need to enter such 
discussions if substantive change is to occur. But I do 
think that women (especially those who have witnessed or 
experienced extremes of abuse in heterosexual interactions) 
need to be assured of safety when they dare to explore such 
issues, when they are daring to dare the status quo. 
Fantasia is a case in point in this regard; she had 
witnessed the physical abuse of her mother by her father, 
and she had herself experienced emotional abuse in Eduardo's 
failure to fulfill his paternal promise. She claimed that 
she had survived these blows without damage to her self¬ 
esteem. But she was genuinely startled at the value of 
"deep” conversations in a community of women; she felt a 
freedom to explore assumptions that she had never ex¬ 
perienced before in a school setting. That is important, 
the notion of in a school setting; she had talked to her 
mother, of course, and she had chewed things over with 
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friends, but the presence of teachers and their involvement 
in the conversations seemed to be affirming, seemed to give 
the questions talked about more importance, the answers 
suggested more validity. Because of the power inherent in 
their position within a school-like situation, the Program 
teachers' interest in these issues itself conferred power on 
the women engaged in the conversations. 
There is another salutary effect of a single-sex 
environment: I think that girls need to be urged toward 
appreciation of the value of homosocial friendship. Male 
bonding in friendship -- comrades on playing field and 
battle field -- is honored in our society, but girls have 
been subtly warned away from such closeness with each 
other.* This is an "incidental" by-product of discourses 
intended to keep women focused on heterosexual interactions 
that will result in fulfilling their primary reproductive 
purpose. But its very significant, incidious, subsidiary 
effect is to keep women from finding the power of alter¬ 
native discourses that can only be produced together. 
Within our schools, there need to be gatherings such as 
those proposed by Elena for the sixth grade girls at the 
middle school, where they will be able openly to address 
what it means to be female in a world that expects them to 
want only one kind of happy ending, where they can explore 
together the question of "what really happens" in pursuing 
the desire they have been taught. As they do so, they can 
363 
learn to good effect what women in community always seem to 
learn: that they can "be there" for each other. 
This is the prevention strategy I think we need to 
address the "problem" of teen pregnancy, a strategy which 
acknowledges and addresses both unnamed fears and the roots 
of an oppressive construction of what girls want. Primary 
prevention would be aimed at eliminating sexism throughout 
our society, including in our schools, where it exists in 
subtle and contradictory ways. But until that distant and 
difficult goal is achieved, other creative strategies are 
called for. 
Is prevention an appropriate goal? Isn’t it their 
business when to have kids? My answers to these questions 
are founded in my knowledge of and admiration of these five 
women and others like them at The Center and in The Program: 
I want to see them able to take up powerful positions in 
society; I want them active in shaping the future of our 
nation and our world. At the moment, their doing that 
depends on credentialing available through our educational 
system, depends on access to discourses of power. At the 
moment then, it is best if they get through school before 
they complicate their lives with babies. Prevention i_s 
appropriate, I believe, but not finger-wagging lectures that 
leave the blame where it has always been: on women who "get 
what they asked for." We need instead to talk with them 
about where "what they asked for" came from, about whether 
364 
it real 1y is what they want, and about what form they think 
resistance to an oppressive construction of desire might 
take. We need to help them, in other words, find access to 
alternative discourses about possibility in women’s lives, 
so that perhaps the "longing to be made safe" can become 
"fighting back," the courage to break down forever "the law 
of the Father" [Walkerdine, 1990d, p. 130]. 
Writing to Explore New Discourse Positions 
Writing is both a private and a public way to explore 
issues around the distribution of power and knowledge; 
private as a place for reflection, for ruminating on new 
ideas and new ways of relating; public as audience responds 
to experiments in words with positions that may later be 
attempted. This kind of writing may usefully be pursued in 
gendered subgroups within a classroom, but there should be 
as well, I think, opportunity for wider audience. Girls are 
not the only ones who experience the effects of oppression. 
The potential for alternative discourse which I have 
explored in this study suggests ways in which many students 
may be led to uncover the sources of power and powerless¬ 
ness. The project of discovering how I feel about where I 
have been placed in a social system that is frequently 
unjust, which can happen to such powerful effect by means of 
writing, might well be opened to all students, even those 
who seem to have inherited factors contributing to domi¬ 
nance. All in our society are manipulated by social 
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discourses which participate in constructing who they are 
and what they may do with their lives. 
Writing in an academic setting may become, as it was in 
The Program when students learned to trust "things that are 
deep" to others, through dialogic journals or others kinds 
of sharing, as when Elena read aloud from her journal and 
shared her poem about fear with the audience at the final 
✓ 
presentation, or when Anne read "Crazy" to her peers and 
shared in her self-portrait her search for a community in 
which she could feel "normal." Writing may become a means 
of building discourse community in the classroom, a means in 
a sense of making visible and audible the atmosphere of 
mutual support and cooperation that is essential to the 
reconstructed classroom I have envisioned. It is also and 
importantly a place for practicing alternative discourse, 
for testing possible ways of understanding and operating in 
the relational context of students' lives. The very 
discovery -- of what's been wrong so far and what's been 
right, what feels good and what occasions pain, in social 
' 0 
interactions -- may happen actually by means of writing, as 
it did for Cynthia in her narrative of life with an addict, 
as it did for Elena in her poem about the hoodlum, as it has 
repeatedly for Anne in her daily journal writing. 
As we encourage this kind of exploratory writing in the 
classroom, we will inevitably revise our view of what we 
have called "expressive" writing to be consistent with a 
366 
revised understanding of self. In doing so, we will begin 
see any piece of writing always as process, never as 
product, and our teacherly focus will necessarily on what is 
happening rather than on mechanical or structural errors. I 
do firmly believe as well that we need to perceive such 
writing as having valid academic purpose: I see, for 
example, that Cynthia's "Life with an Addict" is just as 
legitimate a "school" paper as her brief report of research 
on Dolores Prida. 
Policy Issues: Welfare Revision 
I am concerned here about our society's attitude toward 
women like the five here who are struggling to raise their 
children alone on welfare. We blame them for their situa¬ 
tion and for their cost to the state, accusing them of 
carelessness in their life choices and abuse of the system. 
Initiatives currently under consideration in the United 
States which would have the effect of punishing women who 
have additional children while they are on welfare are 
indicative of an attitude which ignores complications not 
entirely in their control. The evidence of the stories here 
seems to me to demand a radically revised kind of attention 
to the "problem of teen pregnancy" and its various attendant 
and subsequent implications. I have argued above a 
different preventive strategy; I want to call here for a 
different attitude toward the women whose "chances in life 
took a nosedive the night they got pregnant." 
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Women like these need genuine, humane, loving support, 
not policing to make sure they're being "fit" mothers or to 
make sure they're being "careful" when they have sex. If we 
want them "off welfare," we need to help them achieve the 
self-esteem and the skills necessary to find independent 
means of providing for themselves and their children. This 
study suggests that one approach may be in supporting their 
education beyond high school, support which may have to be 
personal and emotional as well as financial. It is beyond 
the scope of this paper to explore this subject more fully 
here, but it is my passionate conviction that if we really 
want to revamp our welfare system in this country so that it 
is not such a costly burden, we should stop worrying so much 
about who is cheating and start worrying about what kinds of 
help are really useful and productive when a woman wants to 
effect change in her life (or a man in his, for that 
matter). 
Implications for Research 
Methodology 
Questions about the truth-value of feminist and/or 
critical qualitative studies will continue under debate for 
some time to come, I suspect. I would argue that the 
stories here are honest and useful accounts, but I would 
like to comment briefly on two problems inherent in this 
kind of work which require continuing dialogue among 
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scholars. As I sit here writing, my conscience nags at me 
about my promise to take Lyn and Anne to the community 
college before the month is out so we can tackle together 
taking the next step in their search for economic self- 
sufficiency. This is probably the most intractable problem 
in work like this which has been deeply personal and which 
has called for continuing interaction: that there isn't any 
end to the process. I can't just finish my dissertation and 
move cheerfully on to some new project. The research for 
this paper jis my project now, for a long time to come. I 
have learned a lot in the process so far, but it is not 
learning I can wrap up in a folder and put away in a filing 
cabinet. It is learning that goads me to action, action 
that can't stop until we are living at last in a just 
society; action that can't stop then, I'm afraid, until I 
can no longer speak or move. 
The problem of exploitation of my subjects also 
remains. I have said at several points that I wondered if 
my presence in their lives only made things harder for Anne, 
for example, or Elena. But I think on reflection as this 
segment of the process nears an end that this concern is 
more mine than theirs. I am convinced that they have not 
felt injured by my always predictable refrain. They have 
enjoyed the attention, and they have valued the reflection 
inspired by our dialogic process. We were engaged in a 
teaching and learning process that has changed me as much as 
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them, and I do not feel that I have done any more harm -- 
and perhaps a great deal more good -- than any other teacher 
who has imposed on their imaginations. Elena's struggle has 
been particularly painful, but I don't believe I have 
increased her pain. I don't know that she has exercised now 
"real" choice in her life, but she knows, I think, that 
there can be a measure choice and she may yet find a way to 
"make things different" for Miranda and for the new little 
one due any moment. 
My final comment on methodology is just that: a 
comment. This kind of work is terribly messy and actually 
quite frightening in a way. One never knows what will 
emerge -- in interactions with participants or in one's own 
head as the work of analysis moves slowly and painfully 
forward. The whole notion of self as discursive history, 
for example, became clear to me at last actually quite late 
in the process of writing this paper, as a result of a talk 
in which I used Cynthia’s writing as my primary text. 
Extensions of the idea occurred even as I was writing about 
it again in this concluding chapter. The final product 
captures a moment in my own discursive history and so feels 
strangely tentative or unfinished. This is another aspect 
of the "partiality" mentioned in Chapter 3; it is frus¬ 
trating but, I fear, endemic to this kind of storytelling 
and analysis. 
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Other Questions 
First, the question of equity for girls in our 
educational system needs continuing exploration. The recent 
AAUW report is a powerful and extremely useful drawing 
together of work on gender issues in school over the last 
several decades. Its kind of quantitative emphasis and 
policy specific recommendations, however, need to be supple¬ 
mented with more accounts like this one that will help 
teachers and others to understand in individual and personal 
terms where girls and women like these "are coming from." 
One issue raised here but not directly addressed is what 
makes the difference between Fantasia and the others: how 
did she manage to feel so good about school (so she says) 
while the others felt so bad? Many girls do make it through 
the system, even all the way through to a Ph.D. Single-sex 
education alone does not provide the whole answer, I am 
sure, for that was my primary mode of schooling and still I 
came out of it feeling unsure and unable to resist the 
discourse of romance that would guarantee "self-esteem." 
Questions remain about sexism in curricula, in definitions 
of what counts as knowledge, in "readings" of achievement 
scores and the like. Walkerdine’s work has explored the 
latter issue in some depth in a British context, but to my 
knowledge no such analyses exist for the American schooling 
system. 
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Another major question which arises unanswered in my 
study I would summarize with this not-so-simple query: "What 
does all this mean for the men in their lives?" Among all 
the young women I have known in The Program -- and these 
five are representative on this as on other issues -- the 
men in their lives were in an even worse place than they 
with regard to education. They seemed to have dropped out 
of school sooner and gathered less in the way of reading and 
writing skills while they were there. Elena reporting that 
Jose would not be ready for a GED preparation course but 
would have to learn how to read first is a case in point. 
If girls are not well-served in our schools, minority males, 
it would seem, are served even less well, and for the same 
kinds of reasons that I have suggested above: nothing in 
school makes them want to be there, nothing gets at and 
underneath their socially constructed desires: to be tough, 
"out there," competitive and violent in their relationships 
with each other and with the women in their lives. Elena’s 
poem about El Titere speaks volumes about the situation of 
Latino males, and I suspect its messages can be generalized 
to other ethnic groups. 
Third, I have pondered but not explored the influence 
of popular culture in the construction of desire for both 
girls and boys, which I feel is particularly important in 
the present day. Television, music, cinema, and advertising 
are powerful forces in our social context. My work has 
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centered on the operation of discourses which constrain 
choice as they are expressed in relationships, especially to 
one's parents. Frankly, I wonder how parental influence of 
any kind balances against the impact of popular culture. I 
am, I must admit, ignorant of what literature may exist on 
this subject, but I would think that a study similar to this 
one -- based on particular accounts of experience -- would 
add significantly to our understanding of this issue. 
Fourth, I would like to see further experimentation 
with the kind of curriculum and pedagogy we practiced in The 
Program: in other environments, with other groups of women, 
over longer periods of time. Others may note what Rochelle 
and I have noticed: that we seemed to "get further" in the 
project of developing alternative discourse with students 
who returned for a second year. What was accomplished 
seemed to last longer also when students were supported 
between summers by an effective mentorship or other con¬ 
tinuing interaction with people speaking their new language. 
Another question revolves around the idea of "normal." 
I think this thread in my work is an important one: how an 
idea of what is "normal" and what is "sick" or "crazy" 
operates among students in our schools and in the larger 
population. I would like to see other studies that attempt 
to dig out where such ideas come from, how they are en¬ 
forced, and how they operate in human interactions. Like 
Walkerdine and the others who participated in the volume 
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Changing the Subject. I think this concept may be the 
crucial one today in sustaining oppression around ethnicity, 
class, and gender. 
My final question is a practical one: how can we 
implement the kinds of changes in our schools which the 
stories of five women here seem to call for, and who will do 
it? The answer in fact is that no one will, unless we as a 
nation decided this is something we really want. Do we 
really want all of our children educated to the fullest 
potential of their capable minds? Do we really want Anne 
and Cynthia and Fantasia armed with knowledge and power? 
There is no doubt that if we give them the tools, these 
women will change our world. I think our society is afraid 
of that, as it has always been; those who have been at the 
top of the heap for so long are terrified that sharing power 
may mean losing everything. But I agree with Jean Baker 
Miller that we have about ’’reached the end of the road” 
doing things the old way. If we do not soon shift our 
central value from independence to interdependence, we may 
all be lost. 
374 
Notes for Chapter 6 
1. Attempted suicide is not unusual among pregnant and 
parenting teens: statistics compiled by The Center in its 
first year of operation (1985) revealed that one in four of 
the 168 young women questioned had at some time tried to 
kill themselves. 
2. As I used again a piece of Walkerdine's phrase "the 
fiction of the prince," I chuckled to myself. Just the 
other day, sitting on Anne’s front porch, I was describing 
to her some of the basic ideas in this paper. "Humph," she 
snorted when I used that phrase; "the trouble is that it 
takes some of us so long to figure out that most of the 
princes out there turn into frogs." 
3. I borrow this phrase from the discourse of my colleague 
Mary Anne Jennings. It is a topic she has often raised as 
we talked about my work, and its appearance here is a 
reflection of methodology which involves the constant 
recursive working over of data and theory. I had resisted 
her remarks because, as I kept saying, we are talking about 
different ideas of the self. Suddenly, as I wrote this 
final chapter, her comments made sense to me! 
4. I take this phrase from the title of Joelle Sander’s very 
interesting account of four generations of teen mothers 
[1991]. For all the deep and poignant texture that it 
provides in attention to the lives of individual women who 
were teen mothers, it does not question at any level the 
role of sexism in shaping women’s lives. Rather it targets 
poverty, ethnicity, and schooling practices that offer too 
little individual attention as primary causes in the problem 
of teen pregnancy. 
5. I recall in this regard a review of recent movies in the 
New York Times [Isaacs, 1990] in which the point was made 
that stories of male bonding strike a happy box-office 
chord, but stories of female bonding are always rescued by a 
traditional "happily ever after." Discouragement in our 
culture of close female friendship is the theme of Raymond's 
study [1986] from which I have borrowed the term "hetero¬ 
reality;" she says in the introduction to her book: "even 
when women are engaged in the richest of pursuits, they are 
[perceived to be] impoverished if men are not involved" 
[p. 3]. 
Oddly, the AAUW report [1992] suggests that "as girls 
grow up and move into adolescence there is a steady increase 
in the degree of intimacy they report in their friendships 
with other girls" [p. 11]. I was puzzled by this dis- 
375 
juncture. I am even more puzzled now that I have checked 
their reference [Buhrmester & Ferman, 1987]: the study on 
which the above quoted sentence is based is of third, fifth, 
and eighth graders -- not of girls "growing up and moving 
into adolescence." The AAUW report misses out on what may 
be most significant about this study, for it suggests that 
the heterosexual imperative enters girls’ lives just as 
their valuing of same-sex companions reaches an apex in 
earlv adolescence. This conjunction may be the key to 
explaining the confusion and pain which Walkerdine describes 
and the downturn in self-confidence reported by others. It 
gives important weight, moreover, to Elena's and Fantasia's 
argument that prevention of teen pregnancy ought to begin 
with conversations about relationships among sixth grade 
girls. 
APPENDIX: A SAMPLE CASE STUDY 
Cynthia Smith 
Cynthia's description of herself, written at my request 
in the fall of 1991, provides an excellent introduction to 
who she is, and it gives a sense of where she is today in 
thinking about and shaping her life: 
My name is Cynthia Smith, and I am twenty-two 
years old. I live in Milltown alone with my two 
children: Justin, 4, and Tatiana, who will be two 
in April 1992. I see myself as a very consi¬ 
derate, kind, quiet person. I also see myself as 
a "soft” person, meaning that I don't like to say 
"no" to anybody. 
There is one thing I like best about myself: 
the fact that here I am at the age of 22 and a 
mother of two children, and I am doing just fine 
in this world all by myself. Everything I have 
and my children have, I provided. Yes, maybe with 
the help of AFDC, but I don't plan on being on 
welfare for the rest of my life. Just till I get 
a diploma and a nice permanent job. 
I would like to change two things only in my 
life. The first would be to hold off on having 
children. Don't get me wrong: I love my children 
and I thank God for them. I am struggling alone 
to care for them and continue to get an education 
now. That is my second change: I wish I had 
stayed in school. Maybe it wouldn't be so hard 
for me now. I probably would be almost finished 
with college by now. That was a big mistake: I 
wish I had never left school. 
After having kids, I started thinking about 
what I have to give them living off of welfare. I 
want my kids to be proud of their mommy, and I 
needed to better my life as well. The only way to 
do that was college. 
My mother also is a part of the way my life 
is now. She is always there for me when I need 
her, and by going to college and doing good, I 
have a way of giving her something back. 
Cynthia is petite -- 4 feet, nine inches tall, to be 
exact. Her arresting blue eyes look directly and honestly 
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-- and most of the time up! -- into the face of anyone she 
speaks to. Her ears are several times pierced, and she 
usually wears a collection of small and large earrings. 
There is a tiny tattooed x on her right ear and the name 
"Jose" is tattooed on one ankle. The dark hair on the sides 
and back of her head is cut very short while the blonde hair 
on top may be moussed to wirey curls or swept softly in a 
graceful wave. How she looks and how she dresses -- usually 
stylishly casual -- are a constant entertainment for her. 
If you comment on her hair, she will often laugh and say, 
"Do you like it? I just cut it again." Or, "I hate it; I 
wish I could grow it." 
Her mother is of French-Canadian heritage, her father 
Puerto Rican. Her husky voice has a trace of Spanish accent 
to it, but I don't believe I have ever heard her speak 
Spanish. She seems to identify with the Puerto Rican 
community in Mi11 town -- she hated being called "la 
Americana" in her school days -- and speaks laughingly of 
her mixed parentage: "What am I? That's the question, isn't 
it?" 
A graduate of The Center who passed her GED exam in the 
spring of 1990, Cynthia attended The Program in the summers 
of 1990 and 1991. I was struck both summers by her no- 
nonsense, business-like approach to all our activities. She 
seemed completely confident, in the sense of being utterly 
unconcerned with other students' opinions of her. The noisy 
dominance of Fantasia's "in-crowd" as the 1990 session began 
was not going to bother her or put her off. Though always 
ready to have fun, she was there to get this project of 
further education underway, and she joined cooperatively in 
every activity. She never missed a day except when her 
young daughter needed her attention; Tatiana struggled 
during the first year of her life with an undiagnosed 
digestive disorder which prevented her from gaining weight 
as the doctors felt she should have. 
One incident from the summer of 1990 illustrates 
Cynthia's straight-forward approach to human relations. 
There was an Anglo student in The Program for the first 
weeks that year who might best be described as having a chip 
on her shoulder. During the time she was with us, she was 
the source of difficult relational problems within the 
group, mainly because of her fear that the Puerto Rican 
students were out to get her, wanted to put her down. She 
was sure that when they spoke in Spanish they were talking 
about her, and she complained constantly and without 
foundation that they were trying to make things hard for 
her. 
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As we tried to address the difficulty, it was Cynthia 
who decided that one of them -- and she volunteered for the 
duty -- should go up to her and speak directly about our 
need to bring the group together, urging her to open herself 
to the possibility of friendship with everyone. Cynthia's 
efforts were rewarded only temporarily, unfortunately, for 
the student disappeared after about two weeks and we were 
unable to be in touch with her despite determined efforts to 
do so. 
Cynthia was, during the summer of 1990, living with her 
mother. I later "put her to work" with another student, a 
Spanish speaker with rather limited English, who lived 
nearby. Again, she tried with her openhearted and welcoming 
manner to bring this student more completely into the 
circle. During the time I have known her, I have seen her 
do this kind of thing repeatedly; almost as if she is an 
ambassador-at-large for The Program, she will go to fellow 
students' homes, knock on their doors, try to make them feel 
wanted and included in activities. 
She is, as she says of herself, kind and considerate. 
I recall her comment when we read "The Artist" during the 
1991 session: "I don’t like the ending of the story. I wish 
Inez could have found a way to get free of Joe without 
putting herself down. I didn't like that, that she put 
herself down in that way." She has a gentle sensitivity to 
the needs of others, to their need to value themselves. 
That concern for others sometimes seems to get in the way of 
taking care of herself -- especially if the other is Jose, 
the man she says she loves so much, the father of her first 
child (whom she lost) and her third, little Tatiana. Yet I 
wonder if it is concern for others getting in the way. I 
wonder if it is that Cynthia doesn't value herself as much 
as she deserves, doesn't consider who she is worth as much 
attention as how she looks! 
What I see -- and it will be interesting to hear her 
response to this -- is that valuing herself, defining and 
responding to her own needs, has been a struggle for 
Cynthia, a struggle which perhaps has its roots in the story 
of her mother. Cynthia explored that story during the 
summer of 1991 and wrote about it in a long piece of which 
she was very proud and which was included in the book we 
made and called "Life Stories." But that must come later in 
this narrative. 
More than any of the other women who have been willing 
to be my case studies, Cynthia has been discovering herself 
in her writing, for The Program and later at the community 
college; her journal entries and public presentations 
provide a record of introspection and exploration. Most of 
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the following text will be a compilation of her writing, 
with very little commentary by me. What I see here is 
someone gradually shifting from seeing herself entirely 
through the eyes of men -- or a man -- to the beginnings of 
claiming a space or a self that is truly her own. The 
process is still going on; the story is by no means 
finished. 
Her first journal entry in 1990 was about a guy she had 
met. She referred to Jose in this writing as "my husband." 
He had been in jail for some time and she had been waiting 
patiently, but she was lonely and she had met someone else. 
She was worrying over what to do, whether to push this new 
person away or encourage his attentions. "Reader," she 
began, "I have a serious problem." 
My husband is in jail and will be there for 
about five more months. That's not the problem. 
This is. I met this other guy and he is great! I 
keep telling myself I shouldn't be doing this 
because it is wrong. I don't know what makes me 
keep calling him. 
I know for a fact that I can't leave my 
husband. He is so very happy, even more now that 
I just had his daughter. He wants to move to New 
York with me and the two kids when he gets out. 
That sounds good to me. But in the meantime I 
don't know what to do about this other guy. Maybe 
I am lonely and need his company. I wish I never 
started even talking to him. I wouldn't be so 
confused now. Yesterday I was going tell him to 
not come around anymore. But I didn't. Hopefully 
today I will. Then everything will be OK. 
Two weeks later in a joking journal entry, she commented on 
her enjoyment of the day's activities and ended with a 
question: "It was nice meeting someone new [the woman who 
had done a riding demonstration for us], but when are we 
gonna meet some guys?" 
A journal entry the very next day begins with a 
particular worry about her son: 
Justin is doing things he shouldn't be doing. 
He gets it from "R" movies. I don't really know 
what to do about it. The only thing I can think 
of is keeping him from the TV when someone is 
watching them. 
As the summer of 1990 went along, Cynthia began to develop 
the idea of moving out of her mother's house, where other 
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family members were also living, and into a place of her own 
where she could be more in control of how things are 
organized, including what might be watched on the TV. By 
the time she returned to The Program in 1991, this had 
happened. 
The journal entry begun above continues with expression 
of concern about a fellow student: 
Today during math I wasn't too happy. I 
won't say any names, but it wasn't very nice when 
they started laughing at the new girl -- she’s 
really nice. They told me on the way to lunch 
that I better not bring her to the table. If I 
did, they would pick up their trays and leave. I 
don't really know how to handle this because if I 
speak or want to sit with her, all the other girls 
will turn away from me (I think). 
In response to this concern -- unusual because Cynthia 
rarely seemed to care much what others thought of her so 
long as she was doing what felt right to her -- I suggested 
that she sit with the teachers rather than with the "in¬ 
crowd." It was at this point, too, that I suggested she 
take on trying to befriend the Spanish speaking student to 
provide some language support for her. The student Cynthia 
is referring to was a situation I never quite understood: 
Fantasia's crowd seemed to have an old grudge with her that 
they simply would not put aside. She certainly seemed the 
innocent victim in the setting of The Program. Ultimately 
the problem just went away, because the student moved to 
another state and did not finish the six weeks with us. 
The journal entry continued: 
I am dying for Jose to come home and help me 
with the two kids. We really miss him. Saturday 
we are going to see him, and Justin can't wait. 
Me more than him because I feel I am going 
crazy!!! 
P. S. Looking forward to tomorrow here. 
Another day away from the house. 
About a week later, Cynthia wrote in her journal about 
our visit to the nearby university. 
I really enjoyed the visit to UMass. I was 
thinking of what it would be like being in a 
college. 
The admissions director there has me thinking 
now of applying to this college. This happened 
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when I told her I don't want to go to college. It 
was funny. She looked at me and said: "Yes, you 
are!" She sounded like a mother. Ever since she 
said that, I've been really thinking hard. She 
might have changed my mind, or at least helped to 
change it. She’s great! 
When I've made up my mind, I will be sure to 
let you know. It will be MCDI [state-funded job¬ 
training program] for about six months, or two 
years at the community college and then two years 
at this college. I am thinking four years is a 
pretty long time compared to six months. Then I 
look at it this way: after those four years, I 
will probably have a job better than yours! (Ha, 
Ha! ) 
The store we went to yesterday was unbe¬ 
lievable. Especially the prices. The only thing 
I had my eyes on was the wedding rings that cost 
$1800. I WANT THEM!! 
P. S. Can we go back to UMass again for a visit? 
When there are nice, rich men there? 
Cynthia's fixation on those wedding rings in the woman- 
owned craft shop we visited makes my mind leap ahead to the 
following summer when she had wedding plans on her mind. As 
the program began, she was in the process of making a deal 
for a gown that would come to her second hand for quite a 
reduced price. Later when I took her to lunch in the 
college town on July 5, she spied a soft pink wedding gown 
in the window of a shop; she would have stood there looking 
at it all afternoon if I hadn't dragged her away, and she 
bid it a loving farewell as we drove by on our way out of 
town after lunch. I teased her at the time that the 
trappings of getting married were really the issue with 
her -- the rings, the gown, the planning for a party -- more 
than the fact of being married. 
She vehemently denied my teasing suggestion, but I must 
say when I visited her apartment in the summer of 1991, I 
had a hard time picturing (as I said in my own journal 
notes) "a great hulk of a man dropping his socks" around in 
her exquisitely neat, pristinely clean little nest. Of 
course, I don't know Jose and my imaginary charge against 
him in this regard may be unjust, but I was so struck on the 
evening I visited with the peace and order of Cynthia's 
apartment. It is on the top (fifth) floor of a walk-up 
building and the stairs trouble very much the knee Cynthia 
injured in a car accident some years ago. But when she gets 
up there, it is worth the climb. 
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The apartment is quiet: on the day I visited, the front 
of the building had been practically vibrating with the 
sounds of rock music; in her apartment, there was not even 
an echo of that noise. The building is taller than all 
those around, and the view from Cynthia's back windows 
across city and off to the hills beyond is breathtaking. 
The decor is tasteful with details carefully arranged, and 
everything in absolute order, almost as if Cynthia picked up 
the children's toys before they dropped them, or caught them 
on their way to the floor! 
Cynthia has talked frequently of her wish to work in an 
office someday, and says herself that part of that wish 
comes from her desire for order. She feels that she would 
be in control of a neat and orderly environment in an office 
setting. I perceive that her plans for marriage involve the 
same kind of wish for order, for an environment that she can 
organize and control: she is looking for a neat and clean 
"happily ever after." A sense of that -- and the contrast 
to life in her mother's apartment -- emerges in her first 
draft (summer 1990) of her portrait of herself; also 
apparent here is a vision of her future that began in that 
trip to LJMass. 
My name is Cynthia Ann Smith. I am 21 years 
old, born June 27, 1969, in Hartford, CT. I am 
4'9" and weigh 112 pounds. I have blonde hair and 
blue eyes. I have two children, Justin, 3, and 
Tatiana, 3 months. 
I enjoy swimming, shopping (especially for 
clothes and gold jewelry), spending time with my 
kids and husband, helping my mom in any way, and 
cleaning. 
My favorite foods are broccoli with cheese, 
Chinese food, and rice with corned beef. I am a 
very picky eater at times. The only time I'm not 
is when I am really hungry. I enjoy helping 
others and just being there for them when they 
need me. 
I dropped out of school going into the ninth 
grade. That was a very big mistake. In 1990 I 
passed my GED test and will be graduating [from 
The Center] sometime in August. I enjoy taking 
part in The Program. It has helped me in a lot of 
ways. The girls are great, especially Fantasia. 
I am hoping to be married within two years 
and the lucky man is Jose. Within seven years, I 
hope to have a full-time job, making lots of 
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money. Enough money to buy a home, car, and 
anything my children ask for. 
I enjoy going places with my family, doing 
things together, being as one. I do not like 
parties and hanging out. I am mostly at home, 
dedicated to my husband and kids. I love that 
about myself. I live with my mom, sister, her two 
kids, my brother, his wife, and his son. I am 
hoping to get out of there soon and into a place 
of my own. 
My dad is not at home and hasn’t been there 
for years. I visit him often and enjoy the visits 
very much. He enjoys them because of his 
grandchi1dren. 
As for mom, I am close with her. We have our 
arguments but we always come out hugging in the 
end. She goes crazy at times because of her 
grandchildren living with her, but she loves them 
very much and is waiting for more. 
Well, this is me. I hope I didn't bore you!! 
When a week later she wrote the final draft of her self- 
portrait to be printed in our book, she made some changes in 
the story. This is what appeared in print, what she shared 
with the rest of the women in The Program and read aloud for 
the audience presentation: 
Me! 
My name is Cynthia Ann Smith. I am 21 years 
old, born June 27, 1969, in Hartford, Connecticut. 
I have two children, Justin, age 3 years, and 
Tatiana, age 3 months. These two children are my 
first reason for living; my second reason is for 
me. 
I didn't always feel this way. When I was 
younger, I didn't think very much of myself. I 
thought I didn’t fit in with others and I thought, 
"What is the reason for living?" Being dead to me 
meant no school. I didn't like school at all. I 
fought a lot, hoping to get expelled. I would 
wonder why I had to go. What was the reason for 
learning all these different things? To me, there 
was no reason. So when I turned 16 years old, I 
quit. Being dead also meant that I didn't have to 
obey my mother. It also meant not having to face 
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problems. I guess you can say I didn't want to 
face the world. 
I was so tired of life that I tried to commit 
suicide twice. But, as you can see, I didn't 
succeed. I am happy now that I didn't succeed 
because I never would have met Jose. 
Jose and I have been together since June of 
1982. Meeting him changed my entire life and the 
feelings I had towards life. Of course we broke 
up, plenty of times, but we always forgave one 
another and got back together. Jose made me feel 
like someone special. In his eyes and heart, I 
was. Instead of going out partying, I would stay 
at home with him, or we would go out together. I 
believe he was the first person to tell me I was a 
nice young lady and that I should do something 
with my life. 
With Jose's support, as well as my mother's, 
here I am. I have gotten my GED at The Center. I 
am now attending The Program at the college. This 
program has helped me out a lot. Because of this 
program, in September I will hopefully be a part 
of the Bridge program at the community college. I 
will then take two years of business there and 
transfer to this college for another two years. 
I am planning a better life for myself and my 
children. I know it's going to be a while, but I 
also know this: I AM GONNA MAKE IT! 
During a formal interview in July 1991, Cynthia talked 
more about her experience of school: 
When I was with Jose, he used to make sure I got 
up and went to school on time. But when I got to 
school, I wanted to go home so I could be with 
him. I didn't like school. Oh my god, I hated 
school. It was like, why the hell do I need this? 
What am I going to do that I need to learn math 
and science and social studies -- just to be a 
wife? 
I used to get into fights every day and get 
suspended. I would just write my name on a paper 
for tests and turn it in. Especially junior high. 
I hated it. I would rather have stayed in 
elementary school. I was scared when I went to 
junior high. It was a bigger school and that was 
scary. And everyone was bigger than me. Except 
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for one girl. We used to beat up the white kids, 
the preppies, who acted like they were too good to 
be with us. 
Later, when she studied at The Center, she realized how much 
she had missed. Indeed, the experience of Life taught her 
how useful some school learning might be: 
I used to go to the store and it would say, 50% 
off, and I’d be like, well, what does it cost 
then? That’s embarrassing to have to ask things 
like that. How much am I going to pay? There’s a 
lot of things that you never learn that you really 
need now. 
She enjoyed school at The Center. She did not attend full 
time, but would go to the school on Mondays and Tuesdays and 
take a week to prepare her homework. "That’s what I really 
liked about it, doing the work at home." The teachers at 
The Center were different, she says, from teachers she had 
known before; they seemed to care more about their students. 
When Cynthia began to study at the community college, she 
was excited; she felt efficient and independent and enjoyed 
doing her homework. It was as if she had discovered a 
pleasure in learning for its own sake and was doing the work 
just because it was fun to do. 
For our Forum on Women in the summer of 1990, Cynthia 
said she didn't want to spend time in the archives, but was 
interested in someone "like us" who was living and working 
today. Working with an older college student who later 
became her mentor and close friend, she investigated the 
life and work of Dolores Prida, an Hispanic playwright who 
had received an honorary degree from the college. Her 
research included a telephone conversation with Prida, and 
part of her presentation was reading with Jane a dialogue 
from Prida's play Coser v cantar, which explores the 
experience of negotiating two cultures; Jane read the 
Spanish and Cynthia the English. Cynthia wrote Prida's 
story to read aloud for her peers in the Forum: 
Dolores Prida was born in Cuba on September 
5, 1943. She came to the United States in 1961. 
Coming to New York from Cuba, she had to work from 
day one. She worked in factories, speaking no 
English; she worked in a bakery and then she did 
editing for the employee newspaper. She has not 
married and has no children. 
Dolores finished high school and then went to 
Hunter College in the evenings after work. 
Although she has not acquired a diploma, she has 
accomplished a few things of which she feels quite 
proud. She told me, over the phone, if she had a 
diploma she might have gone in a different way. 
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Dolores Prida was a recipient of an honorary 
degree here in 1989. She says this honorary 
degree means more to her than and Obie or a Tony 
or even an Oscar. This "academy" award -- a 
college degree -- is a dream come true for her. 
She has never had one before. 
Dolores is a playwright who had brought to 
the stage the "bicultural reality of being a 
Hispanic in the United States." Dolores started 
out writing poems and short stories. But now, she 
concentrates on plays. The plays she has written 
are: Beautiful Senoritas, Coser y Cantar, 
Botanica, Pantel1 as, Savings, Juan Bobo. Crisp!, 
La Era Latina, and The Beggar’s Soap Opera. She 
directed La Senorita Margarita in 1979 and The 
Closed Door in 1982. 
She has also won the following grants and 
awards: CAPS Playwriting Fellowship, Cintas 
Literature Fellowship, INTAR Piaywright-in- 
Residence, and she was a finalist for the 
Manhattan Borough President's Excellence in the 
Arts Award in 1987. Dolores is very proud and 
happy of her work. After talking with her, I know 
she will be a success -- just like each of us. 
In our work on relationships during the summer of 1990, 
Cynthia at one point took the part of a young woman telling 
her mother she was pregnant. This was a "negative" role 
play, to be contrasted later with a situation in which the 
mother who hears her daughter's confession supports her by 
acknowledging her fears. In Cynthia's skit, the "mother" 
was furious: "Get an abortion or you're out of here!" The 
"father" of Cynthia's child was supposedly someone else's 
husband, which infuriated her "mother" still more. The 
"mother" sent her away: "You knew the consequences. You're 
out of here!" Cynthia turned on her heel and departed: 
"Ciao! Have a nice life." She commented later on how she 
had felt enacting the part: "He's lying there with his wife, 
and where am I going to go? My 'mother' made me feel alone 
and very confused about how to deal with this problem." 
Her own mother does not react this way when Cynthia confides 
in her; she wrote about their relationship in her journal 
the following summer: 
My mother is Linda Smith and she happens to be the 
most important person in my life aside from my 
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children, Justin and Tatiana, and my fiance Jose. 
We are not just mother and daughter but also best 
friends. I can speak to her open and freely. We 
do have a little disagreement sometimes, but we 
always compromise. 
Cynthia also explored in role play during the 1990 
Program her relationship with Jose's mother, who had a habit 
of constantly giving her unsolicited advice about how to 
deal with the children, especially Tatiana. In this 
relationship, the power dynamic of generational difference 
and the "respect" that Cynthia owed her prospective mother- 
in-law made it difficult for Cynthia to talk back or assert 
herself. In the role play, she was trying to find some way 
to deal with this, or at least to let out in our safe 
environment her pent-up aggravation. In writing, she looked 
at other connections in her life, pondering what her 
responsibility should be for taking care: 
I have a lot of people to choose from, but I 
am going to choose my sister Kathy. 
Kathy is 20 years old and there isn't a day 
that I can think of that we don't argue about 
something. Kathy is the opposite of me. While I 
am quiet, at home, and taking care of my children, 
she is loud, grouchy, always wanting to hang out, 
and always -- well, most of the time -- asking mom 
to watch her kids. 
A lot of times I would tell my mother Kathy 
is a lost case. There is no more hope for her. I 
know deep, deep inside that that is not true. She 
can sometimes be a really nice young lady. But 
that is hardly ever. 
What I think Kathy should do is stop wanting 
to pass her two boys to my mother and pay more 
attention to her kids. If she wants to go out, 
she should take her sons to a park to play with 
her. If she would do that, she would see how good 
and fun it is to share some of her time with just 
her kids. 
She needs to take some of her time alone and 
just enjoy the day, not complain all the time she 
is away from the house. Most of all, she needs to 
get some kind of education, keep her mind 
occupied. 
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All in all, she is my sister and I love her 
very much. I just hope someday she will grow up 
and do something with her life. 
My relationship with my family -- Jose, 
Justin, and Tatiana -- could be better. What I 
mean by that is, it is very hard when your husband 
is away and you give birth to one child when he is 
gone and the other child is always asking for him. 
It is also hard when Justin wants to go out 
and I am busy with Tatiana or whatever. He can’t 
go until I am done with whatever I am doing. 
Justin started being really bad when Jose had 
gone. Jose used to take him out a lot and play 
with him. He isn’t here to do that now. Justin 
expects the same from me now. He doesn't 
understand I can't stop what I am doing and go 
with him every time. 
It would help so much if Jose were here. We 
could go out as a family, or we each could take 
one child and go somewhere alone. I am starting 
to take Justin alone some places and just give him 
the whole day for him. It seems to be helping a 
little. I am going to try to do anything and 
everything possible to make him happy. 
In our taped interview a year later, Cynthia talked 
more about the relationship with her sister, about the fact 
that it had been difficult from the very first moment. They 
are just exactly a year apart, and Cynthia, the older, felt 
that she had never had a space and a place of her own. 
I always wanted to have a baby. Always. I don't 
know why. Now that I look back, I don't know, it 
was just something. I just wanted to have my own 
baby, something that was mine, because I always 
shared things with Kathy. It was like whatever I 
got, Kathy got. If I got it, I had to share it 
with Kathy. I couldn’t stand it. I just wanted 
to have something that was mine -- so I said, 
alright, a baby. 
But the story of making that "something that was mine," 
which begins with the story of her relationship with Jose, 
had a sad outcome. 
She got to know Jose, who lived in the apartment 
complex where her mother still lives, when she was about 12 
or 13 years old; he is four years older than she. She was 
innocent about sex and also about jealousy. Shortly after 
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they met, because she had been talking to him at a party, 
two girls jumped her and fought with her about him. Later 
she would on several occasions beat up a woman he had been 
"messing around with" and they would briefly separate. 
Her first experience of sex was with him and it was not 
pleasant for her. "My insides are real tender; they can 
tear real easy. That's what happened: something tore and I 
ended up in the hospital." Jose was arrested for rape, but 
Cynthia and her mother rescued him: "I said, 'Mommy, but I 
love him and I want to stay with him.' So we went to court 
and got him out." 
True to her dream, after several years she became 
pregnant. She told me the story of this child during our 
July interview. Later, in her English class at the 
community college this fall, she wrote about her "dream 
baby:" 
I remember waiting very patiently in the 
crowded doctor's office for the results of a test 
that could make a dream become a reality. 
Finally, I was called into a little room. I sat 
down, and as the lady turned around to sit down, I 
heard the words, "Congratulations, your test is 
positive." 
In the month of December 1984, I was finally 
finding out that my dream was no longer a dream, 
but a reality. I was going to have a baby, a baby 
I'd tried to conceive for so long. I left the 
doctor’s office feeling so happy, knowing I was 
carrying a life inside of me. I was looking 
forward to having to care for and love this baby 
as my parents had me. 
The baby’s father and I began to do plenty of 
planning and getting prepared for the baby. My 
favorite part of getting prepared was that I got 
to spend his money. The very last thing we had to 
do was to choose a name for the baby. This wasn't 
very hard because we wanted a boy so desperately 
that we only chose a boy's name. And we didn't 
have any disagreements about a name because, of 
course, he would have to be a "junior," Jose Angel 
Hernandez, Jr. We were all set. All we needed 
now was the baby. 
On June 20, 1985, I was seven months pregnant 
and so bored with being in the house. Most 
pregnant women have cravings for food; I had 
cravings to go out driving. It was a rainy day 
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and the roads were a little slippery. Just about 
two miles up the street from where we lived, we 
went to make a left turn, and as we did, a car out 
of nowhere came speeding down the street. Instead 
of the driver stepping on his brakes, he stepped 
on the gas. 
Within a matter of seconds, I could feel the 
passenger's door, where I was sitting, pinned into 
the upper part of my leg, causing the muscle to be 
forced above where it actually was supposed to be, 
leaving an indentation there. My head had also 
slammed into a sharp metal object, causing the 
upper part of my right eyebrow to be split. I had 
tiny pieces of glass all over me, making little 
cuts and scratches on my body. I looked like I 
had just fallen into a thorn bush. My belly hit 
the dashboard, and I felt my baby moving 
vigorously inside. I was so afraid. I thought 
for sure he was going to die. 
When I got to the hospital, I think it was 
the doctor and the nurses who cut my clothes off 
in order to get to the damage that had been done 
to me. I couldn't really tell because I felt as 
though I were in a dream. I saw the doctor come 
over to me and put a cloth over my face, leaving 
the right eye uncovered. Then I saw a large, long 
needle coming towards my eye. I was wondering 
what he was doing because I could not feel 
anything; my body was numb. I found out later 
that he had put in fourteen sutures. The nurse 
monitored the baby's heartbeat and said it sounded 
fine. That was a great relief to me, to hear that 
my baby was fine. They admitted me to a room 
upstairs and said I should try to get some rest. 
While in my hospital room, I kept visualizing what 
had happened until my eyes closed and I went to 
s1eep. 
The very next morning I called the nurse into 
my room because I had not felt the baby move for 
hours. She listened for the baby's heartbeat and 
found none. I became very worried, but tried to 
think positive. But when the doctor came in and 
gave me another physical, he found that the baby 
had died while I was asleep. At that moment, I 
thought that my life had ended. 
One half hour later, I was brought into 
another room where I was given four to five 
injections to induce labor. About six hours 
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later, I gave birth to my dream baby, fully 
formed, and, yes, a boy. There are no words to 
describe how I felt seeing my baby boy get carried 
away from me instead of being brought to my arms 
for his mother's first touch. I wondered why God 
would create such a beautiful creature inside me 
and then just take it away. I never will have an 
answer or ever understand. 
Later that day, my mother and boyfriend came 
to see me. They told me the other vehicle had 
been driven by a drunk driver. I was also told 
that if I had been wearing my seat belt, I could 
probably have saved my baby's life. 
Every time I get into a car now, the first 
thing I do before going anywhere is to make sure I 
have my seat belt on. I am not sure what happened 
to the driver of the other car. I do know he has 
caused a lot of pain and has taken a big part of 
my life from me. I will always remember this 
tragic incident and my wonderful dream child. 
She left some pieces out of the story she wrote for 
class: several days after the accident, on Cynthia's 
birthday in fact, her sister gave birth to a baby boy. 
Later, she went back to the hospital to ask where her son 
had been buried, and she visited the spot they told her was 
his grave; she doesn't feel sure, however, that he is really 
there. Much of the money she received in settlement after 
the accident, she spent on cocaine, a habit she just stopped 
when she became pregnant again. 
Over the years she has known Jose -- they have been 
together off and on for ten years now -- she broke up with 
him several times. She had left him at one point while she 
was pregnant with the first child, when she discovered he 
had been "messing around" with someone else. They got back 
together again, and then after she lost that first child, he 
"ended up in jail" for drug-related activities. 
While he was away, she became involved with another 
man, Chico. She became pregnant again and eventually gave 
birth to Justin, her handsome and gentle four-year-old. "I 
don't want to say that Justin was a mistake, but I didn’t 
really want to get pregnant this time. After a while, I 
couldn't stand to look at Chico, even when I was pregnant. 
I could not look at him in the morning. We were living at 
my mother's house." Eventually, before the child was born, 
she sent him away, but then later tried to work things out 
with him for Justin's sake. She says he is now a 
"crackhead;" occasionally, she will see him on the street: 
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I saw him when I was walking with Jose’s sister 
the other day. He looked at me as if I was going 
to give Justin to him. I looked at him and I 
said, umumm -- bye. Just kept walking. Justin 
looked at him and turned pale. He doesn't care 
about him. 
When Jose was released after two years in jail, they 
got back together and she became pregnant for the third 
time. But again, drugs became a problem. For her community 
college English class this fall, she wrote a piece entitled 
"Life with an Addict:" 
I’ve been with Jose for ten years and in 
these ten years we share two beautiful children, a 
boy named Justin and a girl named Tatiana. For 
the past ten years, we’ve had our ups and downs; 
however, our last down was the worst. Jose and I 
separated, and, as a result of the separation, he 
got involved with drugs. Although my love for him 
was strong, the guilt was stronger. I thought it 
was my fault Jose started doing drugs; therefore, 
I went back to him and tried to help him get the 
help he needed. This was the most difficult time 
in my life, but if you love someone as much as I 
love him, there isn't anything in the world you 
wouldn't do to try to help him. 
Life with a drug addict is very lonely. You 
spend most of your time away from one another. 
You do not choose to be away from each other; 
nevertheless, he is dragged away by the calling of 
the drugs. You stay at home struggling to do 
household chores, caring for the children and 
trying to make it to appointments on time when you 
have no help at all; in fact, you even have the 
honor of doing his share of the work, like the 
heavy lifting and repairing anything that needs to 
be repaired. If you ask him to do something as 
simple as taking out the trash, and he has not had 
his fix, you will be the only one taking the trash 
out. You may as well not ask him to help do 
anything since you already know you will be doing 
it yourself. 
The most important thing left for you to do 
is be the father he is unable to be. Everything 
is left up to you, so that he can be on the street 
doing Lord-knows-what -- to get the fix he so 
desperately needs. You wonder if one day he will 
come home and spend some time with you, perhaps 
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take you out for dinner or a quiet night out for 
some relaxation. 
Of course, going out with him probably won't 
happen; however, if that day should come, more 
than likely it will be such an embarrassing time. 
For instance, you might get lucky and go out to a 
nice Chinese restaurant. That's nice; however, it 
isn't so nice when you know he has a little pouch 
with all of his supplies needed to have his fix in 
it. All of a sudden, just when you think 
everything is going fine, he excuses himself and 
goes to the bathroom. 
After half an hour to an hour, he finally 
shows back up at the table where you are sitting. 
You know what he was doing. When asked, he can't 
deny that he had his little fix right in the 
bathroom. He is sitting there with his eyes 
almost closed shut and the sweat rolling down his 
face, which he keeps wiping every time his head 
bobs. You are even more embarrassed when you look 
around and see people staring at you, and you 
wonder what they are saying to each other or 
thinking. 
Being involved in this kind of relationship 
means being second in his life. He will never be 
around when your children get seriously ill or 
hurt. He will not be there for you when something 
bad happens and you need to be comforted by him. 
Having a lot of fear is a part of life with a 
drug addict. You don't know what he does to get 
the drugs. One day you could go for a walk with 
him and the kids, and all of a sudden you hear 
someone shooting at you. You ask him if it had 
anything to do with him, and he tells you it was 
someone he had ripped off for a twenty dollar bag 
of dope, or worse, a ten dollar cap. 
After things like this happen, you start 
asking yourself if a life like this is worth 
sacrificing yours and your kids for. And if this 
is true, why would you still stay with him. Maybe 
it's because you love him, or you feel it's your 
responsibility to stay; after all, you do feel it 
is your fault all of this is happening. At least 
these are my reasons. 
Cynthia has been waiting for Jose this time about two 
and a half years. She visits him faithfully, often taking 
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Tatiana with her, often going with Jose's mother. He has 
gone to school in jail, has completed his GED, and has been 
learning about computers. He wanted Cynthia to wait for 
college until he got out so that he could go with her. But 
she said to him, "No way. I'm doing it now." She says she 
will wait a while after he gets out before they get married: 
"I'm going to wait and see how he does." But for some 
reason, she says, she really believes him this time, 
believes he will stay away from the drugs, from heroin and 
the temptation of easy money in the trade. She spoke in the 
July interview about his last arrest: 
Jose’s in jail right now because he was 
addicted to drugs and he wanted to earn some money 
to give me to get something for the baby when I 
was pregnant with Tatiana. I was at home, and he 
went out one day to get some stuff so he could 
feel better. When I heard what had happened, I 
was relieved in a way; but I was also hurt and 
scared, because there I was pregnant again and the 
father's not going to be there. They beat him up 
when they arrested him because they don't like 
him; they hit him in the head with a gun, after he 
surrendered. They took the cash he had -- some of 
which was mine. 
"I was relieved...I was scared." "I am lonely...I am 
embarrassed... I am afraid." "I hate this life, I love him 
and feel responsible." "I want to be a wife and mother, I 
want to have a career and take care of myself." All of 
these feelings and desires exist simultaneously; all are 
real and pressing. I see her now involved in a struggle and 
wonder how it will come out for her, what decisions she will 
make, whether she will feel free to make them, to exercise 
choice in shaping her life. 
Cynthia was really consumed during the summer of 1991 
by the project of writing her mother's life; she would 
interview her, taking careful notes; then she would write up 
what information she had gathered, formulating questions to 
ask in another interview session. One afternoon she came 
back to the college at the end of the day to spend several 
hours over the computer polishing her work. 
I think that in this project Cynthia was also writing 
about herself, trying to understand the pain she felt 
growing up, trying to understand the constraints of a 
woman's life, trying to see if for women there is such a 
thing as freedom of choice. Again and again she puzzled out 
loud about why her mother had endured so much, why she had 
not more readily acted to save herself from abuse. She 
asked her mother to account for staying so long with 
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Cynthia's father: "I said, Mami, now wait a minute. You got 
rid of Albert after a year because he was abusing you. Why 
did you stay with Daddy if after the second day you met him 
he started being abusive to you? She said, I must have 
cared for him more. I was shocked right there! That I just 
couldn't believe!” 
A Woman's Life 
Linda Marie Smith is fifty-six years old and 
was born in Maine on October 11, 1935. She is the 
second child of six: Linda has four brothers and 
one sister. She had taken care of them since she 
was nine years old, and she only had eight years 
of schooling. After her eighth year, she had to 
quit and stay home to care for them while her 
mother went out to work to support the family. 
Mary Hill, age eighty, is Linda's mother. 
Mary had to go to work and support her family 
because her husband was dead. Linda does not 
recall any memories of her father because at the 
time of her father's death she was only a baby. 
At the age of fifteen, Linda married to Tom 
Smith after dating him for about three or four 
months. The marriage lasted eleven years. It was 
a happy marriage up until the year when Tom was 
accusing her of being unfaithful and asked for a 
divorce. Linda without any arguments gave him the 
divorce because it turned out that Tom was the one 
who was really unfaithful. Anyway, out of that 
marriage Tom and Linda had six children, four boys 
and two girls. The first one Linda had was at the 
age of fifteen. She does not know much about them 
now because during the divorce Tom had told them 
lies that they believed to be true and they wanted 
nothing at all to do with her. 
Linda decided to move to Connecticut where 
she was followed by Jimmy White, a man she knew 
from Maine. They were never married but lived 
together for eight years and had three children 
together, two boys and one girl. When the third 
child was born, Jimmy denied he was the father. 
Everybody knew he was the father and didn't 
understand why he was denying it. Jimmy was found 
with another lady, and Linda left him. 
Having left Jimmy five years before, Linda 
started living with a guy named Albert. They were 
never married and that relationship lasted only 
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one year. Linda left Albert because he became 
abusive. They shared one baby girl together. 
By 1968 Linda had ten children, six in Maine 
somewhere and four with her, when she met Carlos. 
Two days after they were together Carlos started 
to be abusive. Linda was in the bathroom when 
Carlos came in and punched her in the glasses. 
She had no idea why but found out it was because 
of jealousy. She could not see out of her eye for 
two weeks after that incident. 
In October of 1968, Linda found out she was 
pregnant with Carlos’s first child. He seemed to 
be very happy but all through her pregnancy, he 
kept beating her. The baby was born June 27, 
1969, and it was a girl. 
When that baby was only two weeks old, they 
were living on Penny Street in Connecticut. 
Carlos had come home drunk again. Linda had all 
the children in their beds. Being afraid of 
getting beat again, she ran upstairs to a 
neighbor's, leaving the children asleep. She 
didn't think Carlos would bother the kids. She 
and her neighbor were looking out of the window 
when they saw Carlos take his two-week-old daugher 
and put her into the car and leave. It was below 
freezing and there was about three feet of snow. 
The baby had no coat or blanket on her. He 
brought his daughter out in her sleeper and her 
sleeper alone. Linda called the police and told 
them what had happened and told them where he 
might have gone. 
A while later, the police came back to 
Linda's with the baby wrapped up in a police¬ 
woman's coat and Carlos in the back. Linda was 
going to have him arrested for kidnapping, but was 
talked out of it because Carlos would have to face 
a thirty-year jail sentence. Instead he was told 
to leave and never return. After one week, Linda 
took Carlos back into her home and everything 
started all over again. 
On June 25, 1970, Linda gave birth to 
Carlos's second daughter. All through this 
pregnancy she was also abused. During both of her 
hospital stays, Carlos would come in to visit her 
with some of his friends, drunk, and start arguing 
with her. Linda would have a nurse come in and 
make him leave. 
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When Linda was six months pregnant with her 
second baby, Carlos came home drunk and started 
nagging at her. She told him to shut up and threw 
a cast iron frying pan at him. At that time he 
was sitting next to a corner in the living room 
and the pan went right past his head. Carlos 
never did say anything else; instead he went to 
bed. 
The last time she got hit by him was in 1980 
and they were living in Mill town. Linda was 
looking out of the kitchen window waiting for 
Carlos to come home from work. He must have seen 
her in the window because when he came in he 
walked up to her and hit her. Charlie, her oldest 
son, age eighteen, was sitting in the living room 
on the sofa. When he saw Carlos hit his mother 
again, he got up to fight with him. Linda ordered 
him not to fight. She went into her bedroom and 
Carlos followed her. When he got down to the 
room, he started beating on her again. Charlie 
heard him and ran down to the room. He threw 
Carlos under the ironing board and told him to 
leave. Carlos left and never came back to the 
apartment again. 
Sometimes Carlos would beat Linda if his 
friends would say something to him. False or 
true, he would come home and, NO questions asked, 
just a fist over and over again. If Linda looked 
out a window or just said "Hi" to someone, female 
or male, she would get a beating. She couldn't 
even go shopping without a fight occurring. 
Linda now resides in Milltown, living with 
her youngest child, age 21, and with three boys of 
her own. She has thirty grandchildren that are 
known of. She is not working but receiving S.S.I. 
because of her asthma and arthritis. Linda says 
being without Carlos feels great. She doesn't 
have to worry or wonder if he is going to come 
home drunk and beat on her. She can sit back and 
enjoy her grandchildren, watching them grow up in 
a peaceful apartment, not what her own children 
had to grow up in. Her children saw and felt a 
lot of pain. 
For the past ten years Linda has been able to 
come and go freely. She enjoys life tremendously 
now and will continue to until she dies. 
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Linda’s life is in its ’’happily ever after" phase 
according to Cynthia’s account, and it is happily ever after 
without a prince. Indeed, it is happy only because the 
"prince" has gone. I wonder how Cynthia will sort things 
out for herself, how she will resolve her love and sense of 
responsibility for Jose. Will she manage to hold onto 
herself in the process? Does she love herself enough to be 
sure she does that? 
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